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ABSTRACT
The word ‘diva’ tends to conjure a specific kind of woman. As popular culture has come
to recognize ‘diva’ as a more politicized term, it’s essential to acknowledge that the
intrinsic meaning of such a term in this context comes from a patriarchal culture that
strives to control women’s bodies, identities, and individual narratives as they’re
represented in the media.
Through analysis of Beyoncé, Taylor Swift, and Jennifer Lopez’s careers in the music
and entertainment industry, this paper explores this notion further while considering the
implications of gender, race, ethnicity, and age. These case studies analyze the shifting
relationship and potential areas of overlap and divergence between the terms diva and
marketplace feminism and its relationship to radical feminism. This paper explores why
language matters, especially within colonial systems of power and how that impacts
gendered terminology and is directly linked to language around self-identification,
ownership, and representation. These studies also analyze to what extent celebrities
can ever own their identities when they are subject to the visual narratives created by
systems of dominant framings of world politics and power dynamics.
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INTRODUCTION
Often used pejoratively, the word ‘diva’ conjures a specific kind of woman. As
Christina Newland of Vice Magazine states, “to be a diva is to be a spoiled bitch; to
have one’s talent come second to one’s egotism and flair for drama” (Newland 2018).
Historically, ‘diva’ has a very different definition than this one Newland uses when
describing Dolly Parton. The etymology of ‘diva’ comes from the Latin word ‘deus’,
meaning a god, and first made its appearance in the English language in the late 1800s
after being derived from the Italian noun diva, a female deity. Over the years, the term
has evolved and commonly refers to an opera singer. Alternatively, I rely on the work of
scholars Judith Butler, Edward R. O’Neill, and Laura Mulvey to understand diva in
popular culture as a performative identity of a powerful person, often a woman, a
feminist that operates within a patriarchal and capitalist system in order to be a
successful businessperson.
While this definition, at face value, holds few negative connotations to it, the label
has come to reflect the identity and temperament of a woman celebrity who
demonstrates demanding, selfish, and aggressive traits. Newland argues, “Being a diva
connotes a particular kind of womanly arrogance. Tellingly, much like the word ‘slut’, it
has no equally powerful corresponding masculine term.” Some might argue that the
masculine term is ‘divo,’ yet, even in this instance, the divo is linked to the femnine term
in order for people to understand its definition. For both the terms ‘diva’ and ‘slut’ the
onus is put on women to reclaim these words and attempt to define them through a
positive connotation.
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Similar to the feminist attempt to reclaim the word slut -- such as Kathleen Hanna
of Bikini Kill writing ‘SLUT’ on her stomach in lipstick during the riot grrrl feminist punk
rock movement of the early 1990s in order to subvert the word’s meaning and take
ownership of female sexuality -- ‘diva’ has similarly undergone efforts towards
reclamation. For example, Beyoncé Knowles-Carter argues in her third studio album
released in 2008, I Am Sasha Fierce, that a “diva is a female version of a hustla.” While
Newland argues that ‘diva’ is a solely feminine term, Beyoncé argues that it indeed has
a corresponding masculine term, in this case, a ‘hustla’. Does this correspondence and
the need for a linguistic male partner provide an opportunity to reclaim the language and
definition associated with the word ‘diva’? In both instances though, we see two
definitions that are diametrically opposed binaries caught within a structuralist
framework that’s defined by a patriarchal system. This system makes it challenging for
reclamation of predominantly feminine terms. Rather, it highlights the power dynamics
of gendered terminology and how that terminology is perceived in popular culture.

DIVAS IN MUSIC... SO WHAT?
Why does this topic of diva as represented in popular culture, specifically the
music industry, matter? I work in the music industry for an independent record label that
focuses primarily on alternative music and genres. I see how music and those involved
in cultural production operate within a very specific system -- a capitalist system. I see
how women in this industry operate, how they create, produce, and distribute their
creative work, and the narratives that are then told around that work.
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I’m interested in the next incarnation of women in music and what that’s going to
look like. I think the ideology and terminology of diva is what has created a glass ceiling
for women in music and I don’t think it’s broken yet. I wonder if women in this industry
are doomed to this cycle of the “bitch, demanding diva” forever, or if there is another
version of powerful women in music. And, if there is, who is it? Who gets to move this
conversation forward on a mass scale? How can I as a woman in this industry, a woman
that inherently operates within the capitalist framework that this commercialized music
industry exists within to promote musicians, to promote alternative music, and to
disseminate what we deem as culturally relevant work, how can I make space for
women to perform outside of oppressive frameworks and create art that matters to the
world without compromising my feminist beliefs? How can I push the conversation and
discourse forward to break this cycle of the diva in order to create a more just music
industry?

PREVIOUS RESEARCH & DEFINING THE DIVA
Through extensive research and working with the concepts and ideas from
theorists bell hooks, Laura Mulvey, Judith Butler, Edward R. O’Neill, Kimberlé
Crenshaw, Koa Beck, Ruth Frankenberg, Andi Zeisler, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie,
Richard Dyer, Christine Gledhill, Mary C. Beltrán, Jillian Báez, and others, I’ve
developed some working definitions that guide my research and this conversation. The
first is Crenshaw’s notion of intersectional feminism as the interconnected nature of
social categorizations such as race, class, and gender, regarded as creating
overlapping and interdependent systems of discrimination or disadvantage. To further
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understand intersectional feminism, we must acknowledge what theorists Beck, hooks,
and Frankenberg have called white feminism, a form of feminism that focuses on the
struggles of white women while failing to address distinct forms of oppression faced by
ethnic minority women and women lacking other privileges. The goal of white feminism
is not to alter the systems that oppress women — patriarchy, capitalism, imperialism —
but to succeed within them. White feminism acts in opposition to intersectional feminism
in that it portrays a view of feminism that can be separated from issues of class, race,
ability, and other oppressions.
Alternatively, these tie into Zeisler’s terminology of marketplace feminism, which
is understood as a commodified feminism in which commercialized industries and
individuals operating within a capitalist system leverage the language of feminist
liberation in order to increase wealth. The idea of marketplace feminism is that the
marketplace -- capitalism -- insists on these categories of gender. It reinforces gender
binary categories in particular, making it clear that these categories are inescapable.
This paper explores marketplace feminism as an integral part of celebrity performance
within a commercialized industry.
In this paper, I not only discuss these forms of feminism, but also focus on a form
of feminism that I’m calling ‘radical intersectional feminism’, which is a bit of a
reclamation of the term ‘radical feminism’ that typically refers to a specific type of
second wave feminism of the 1960s. I’m not referring to this specific wave of feminism
in my paper, rather I’ve developed more of a hybridized definition that is derived from
intersectional and postmodern feminist theories as well to create a new definition. For
this paper, radical intersectional feminism is defined as a progressive form of feminism
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that embeds the philosophy of intersectional feminism with activism in order to
dismantle patriarchal and capitalist frameworks that have often disadvantaged women,
BIPOC, and LGBTQ+ individuals, as well as others that have been disenfranchised by
these systems. Radical intersectional feminism aims to remove barriers to create a
society that works towards justice and liberation for everyone.
It’s this terminology that is essential to understanding the three celebrity case
studies I present in this paper. Throughout this paper, I analyze how Beyoncé, Taylor
Swift, and Jennifer Lopez each relate to the broader concept of feminism as well as how
they are portrayed within the American mass media and popular culture as a diva. I
specifically look at how these women navigate representation in the American mass
media, which in this paper is defined as any form of media that disseminates or shapes
cultural attitudes on a mass scale to the public, such as social media, professional
publications, film, etc. and that is specifically geared towards the promotion or critique of
celebrity.
As Newland states, “the public seems to hate a celebrity who’s not gracious,
especially when that celebrity is a powerful woman.” As if gender didn’t play a troubling
enough role in the identity politics of celebrities, this double-standard that’s perpetuated
by the American mass media of applauding the strength of the diva yet criticizing the
voice and personality that creates that strength (and ultimately power) is an
inconvenient truth that women of status are all too familiar with. What does it say about
Western culture if women are praised and disliked for the exact same traits? It reveals
the hypocrisy of a patriarchal structure and the construct that gender has operated
within in Western society. This paper argues that being a diva comes down to power
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dynamics that are very often gendered and operate within a capitalist framework.
Essentially, the diva is tied to marketplace feminism. The diva is inherently commodified.

DIVA AND MARKETPLACE FEMINISM
Through close up case studies on Beyoncé, Swift, and Lopez, I explore this
notion further considering the implications of gender, race, ethnicity, and age. These
case studies analyze the shifting relationship and potential areas of overlap and
divergence between the terms diva and marketplace feminism and its relationship to
radical feminism. I explore why language matters, especially within colonial systems of
power and how that impacts gendered terminology and is directly linked to language
around self-identification, ownership, and representation. These studies also analyze to
what extent celebrities can ever own their identities when they are subject to the visual
narratives created by systems of dominant framings of world politics and power
dynamics.
To start this conversation, we need to analyze how the concept of celebrity and
the American media are currently operating within this system. The three women
identified, Beyoncé, Swift, and Lopez, have each tried to break through the stereotypical
diva rhetoric but haven’t, or they have, but the public is still pulling them back into the
mainstream notions of being a diva. The women that do get past these connotations are
often participating in more alternative genres, and while they are not considered ‘divas’
by the American media, they still have influence and power within the music industry. So
I ask, why are some other powerful women in the music industry not classified as divas?
Well we can’t answer this until we understand why women are classified as divas in the
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first place, and a lot of that comes down to representation and public identity as
portrayed by the American mass media and popular culture.

***
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THE VISUAL RHETORIC OF BEYONCÉ
Beyoncé Knowles-Carter, commonly referred to by her first name, first initial, or
Queen Bey, rose to celebrity status as lead singer of Destiny’s Child in the late 1990s,
one of the highest-grossing girl groups of all time. Prior to that, this Houston-born
performer competed in various singing and dance competitions, as well as pageant
competitions. Since her career in music began, she’s released five studio albums with
Destiny’s Child, six studio albums as Beyoncé, and one studio album with her husband,
Jay-Z, forming the musical group THE CARTERS. With over thirty years in the
commercialized music industry, Beyoncé is no stranger to American media’s fascination
with celebrity, scandal, and ability to misrepresent pop culture icons through false
narratives. This interaction between Beyoncé and mainstream media is a tension that
has existed for decades and varies from country to country.
This chapter focuses on the American media’s relationship with Beyoncé and her
journey to reclaim her identity and seek ownership over her visual representation within
the commercialized music industry. I will focus on three key moments in Beyoncé’s
extensive career. First, her third studio album released in 2008, titled I Am… Sasha
Fierce, as she became her alter-ego and attempted to reclaim the term ‘diva’ in her hit
single “Diva,” which began her journey into feminist consciousness. The next moment of
reclamation comes from her fifth studio album, self-titled as BEYONCÉ, which looked to
redefine the visual rhetoric of the ‘diva’ through a lyrical commitment to feminism with
the creation of powerful feminist narratives. Lastly, I analyze her fifth, and most recent,
studio album Lemonade and what I argue to be an altered and more developed
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relationship to feminism as Beyoncé’s album depicts her coming into consciousness of
herself and her identitiy as a Black feminist through the narrative of her husband’s
infidelity, which led to her personal healing process on a public stage. As she reframes
her position as a pop culture icon, she also attempts to explore her history as a Black
woman, as she explores how the Black experience and African Diaspora have played
essential roles to her relationship with feminism. While she regains control of the
narrative around her identity, she reestablishes herself as a diva, a feminist, and a
woman apart from the visual rhetoric the American media has previously presented.
While analyzing these moments in Beyoncé’s musical career, I hope to further
understand how media is increasing celebrity presence within neo-liberal production of
cultures, how this cultural production directly relates to personal identity politics, and
how the definition of celebrity identity has evolved through this circulation of power and
consumption of gender through textual and visual rhetorics as portrayed through the
commercialized music industry. This exploration asks us, to what extent can celebrities
ever own their identities when they are subject to the visual narratives created by
systems of dominant framings of world politics, power dynamics, and capitalism?

A FEMALE VERSION OF A HUSTLA
As we explore Beyoncé's perceived diva identity, it’s essential for us to not only
experience the power of the potential of her work and how it relates to her identity, but
also to explore what that work is actually doing in the world. With her hit single “Diva,”
Beyoncé sings:
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“Na na na, diva is a female version of a hustla
Of a hustla, of a, of a hustla
Na na na, diva is a female version of a hustla
Of a hustla, of a, of a hustla
Since 15 in my stilettos, been strutting in this game
"What's your age?" was the question they asked when I hit the stage
I'm a diva, best believe-a, you see her, she gettin' paid
She ain't calling him a greeter, don't need him her bed's made”

When Beyoncé released the track “Diva” on I Am… Sasha Fierce, FACT
magazine’s editor-in-chief Al Horner claimed that the release of this track becomes a
turning point in the ideology and perception surrounding the term ‘diva’ (Newland,
2018). He notes, “it’s not a moment of self-criticism, but self-celebration.” It’s a
celebration of strength, power, and ownership of one’s identity in a heavily
male-dominated industry. The mere act of acting like a diva is an essential part of the
fan mythology around celebrity personas. It’s this mythology that these women have
earned the right to make insane demands because their talent is so substantial. Horner
argues that “this was a manifestation of strength; of a refusal to shut up and know her
place, or to just smile and be pretty” (Newland, 2018). As popular culture has come to
recognize ‘diva’ as a negative term, it’s essential to acknowledge that the intrinsic
meaning of such a term in this context comes from a sexist culture that strives to control
women’s bodies, identities, and representation in the media.
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Fig. 1 - The above definition on white text over a black background is the opening shot of Beyoncé’s
“Diva” music video. (Beyoncé 2009).

Fig 2. - A shot of Beyoncé wearing glasses in the “Diva” music video. (Beyoncé 2009).
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While the negative connotation of the diva depicts a seemingly ungrateful, rude,
and ungracious woman, it appears that, to Beyoncé in 2008, the mere act of reclaiming
the definition of the ‘diva’ could be seen as a form of radical intersectional feminism -let’s be clear though, it is not. Ultimately, the diva’s refusal to be a “polite” and “gracious”
woman indicates that the diva refuses to be a woman that abides by the rules of the
patriarchal system presented in American culture and through representations of the
American media.
However, Beyoncé’s attempt to present herself as a feminist through the ‘diva’
terminology falls short of anything with substance. It continues the trope that any
descriptor of a woman is intrinsically tied to that of a man, while comparing and
contrasting the terms ‘diva’ and ‘hustla’ only feeds into the ideology that feminine terms
can only be defined by the masculine definition of a similar term.

WHO RUN THE WORLD? GIRLS.
After the release of I Am… Sasha Fierce, Beyoncé appears to distance herself
from any direct form of reclamation of feminism. As Sorya Nadia McDonald
acknowledges in her piece in The Washington Post, “Beyoncé didn’t have to be Sasha
Fierce, she just pulled her out when necessary, and no one really knew who Beyoncé
was, except that she was a fabulously talented and hard-working performer with a
genuinely good voice. If anything could be gleaned from her first three solo albums, it
was that she subscribed to a murky brand of feminism best described as girl power: not
particularly heavy on the feminist theory, but uplifting, fun, and eminently danceable”
(McDonald 2013). Some may argue that in her fourth studio album, 4, her twelfth track
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“Run the World (Girls)” is a feminist anthem in and of itself, the Mad-Max-esq visual
approach to the album works within the masculine imagination of what it means for “girls
to run the world." Which “girls'' are allowed to run the world and have power over their
male counterparts -- or in this instance of the music video to the track, which girls are
allowed to assert their power when against male authority figures? By the visual
depiction of this track, it’s a specific kind of woman -- a girl that embodies the
stereotypical idealized Western beauty standards of the patriarchy, and has the desired
sexual promiscuity as portrayed by the American media.
So while at first listen, many may think that “Run the World (Girls)” is considered
the feminist anthem people were waiting for in 2011, as we come across lyrics like “My
persuasion / Can build a nation / Endless power / With our love we can devour / You'll
do anything for me," the visual rhetoric as displayed in the music video -- women as
conquerors fighting a war against men through dance -- creates a hypersexualized
portrayal of womanhood that appears to take a white feminist approach, which
ultimately creates a missed opportunity to become an intersectional feminist pop
anthem. Through both these instances, Beyoncé’s conscious journey and sef-discovery
of her own feminist identity is being played out on a public stage. In each instance,
Beyoncé appears to work with the American media and their depiction and perception of
how feminism “should” be presented through popular culture. Rather than taking any
real risks in her work at this time, Beyoncé in both of these instances works within the
confines of what’s perceived as an acceptable public display of feminine power.
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A VISUAL ALBUM
A few years later, in 2013, Beyoncé released her self-titled album in the middle of
the night under the description of a “visual album” drop that no one saw coming.
Through this cohesive sonic and visual album release, it would seem that Beyoncé has
the power to control the narrative around each track and maintain that sense of
ownership around the album’s story and identity. Through this control, we not only hear,
but also see the inner workings of Beyoncé’s mind as she takes us through the album.
She goes from the beautifully written and performed “Pretty Hurts,” which breaks down
and criticizes the unrealistic beauty standards American society puts on women, to
“***Flawless (feat. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie)” later in the album, which is another
attempt of depicting her feminism through lyrical and visual expression. Experiencing
this journey, composer and songwriter Nico Muhly writes for Talkhouse, “Beyoncé’s
songs, on this album, connect to one another not just musically, but via a seemingly
personal, almost Forrest Gump-like time-traveling woman’s journey through various
eras and — I shudder to say the word — styles” (Muhly, 2017).
Is it possible these eras we witness as listeners and viewers are actually
Beyoncé’s internal struggle to fully understand her feminist identity and ultimately
mature into her radical intersectional feminism? At this point, it becomes essential for us
to ask, how is Beyoncé’s identity created in the first place? Is this her internal struggle to
present her feminist beliefs or are we witnessing the corporation that is Beyoncé
Knowles-Carter attempt to embody what it means to be a feminist? Can a corporation
embody feminism if its ultimate goal is seeking profit and working to benefit from a
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capitalist system that has historically been threatened by the mere presence of
feminism? In this sense, the celebrity is the commodified product within a
commercialized industry. This happens through self-commercialization and a willingness
to participate in popular culture and an industry that thrives on capitalism. For Beyoncé,
her body and her identity are what creates the brand that is then presented and
marketed to the public. It’s this brand that audiences are buying, and in this way, we see
how Beyoncé’s relationship with marketplace feminism starts to form, all while aiming to
portray her own radical intersectional feminist beliefs, which are only truly revealed
through her following album Lemonade.
However, there seems to be some dissonance on this self-titled album that not
only appears visually through the video representation of each track, but also lyrically
between songs. Of the top five tracks streamed from this album via Spotify, we see that
“Pretty Hurts," “Drunk in love (feat. Jay-Z)," and “***Flawless (feat. Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie)” each make the list, yet all three of these tracks differ drastically from one
another when it comes to their feminist presentation. “Pretty Hurts” visually is depicted
through a beauty pageant while textually the lyrics read:

“Pretty hurts
We shine the light on whatever's worst
Perfection is a disease of a nation
Pretty hurts, pretty hurts
Pretty hurts
We shine the light on whatever's worst
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You're tryna fix something
But you can't fix what you can't see
It's the soul that needs a surgery”

As the lyrics depict a major flaw within American culture’s unrealistic beauty
standards and the expectations of women as presented through the American mass
media, we also see this visually represented in the accompanying music video through
the narrative of a beauty pageant. While lyrically, Beyoncé is unpacking this issue, the
visual rhetoric has a slightly different message. After watching a few times, it sinks in
that while these beauty standards have created a cultural problem, it’s actually a
problem we’ve all become complacent in -- or in this case, Beyoncé, who has actively
and strategically used pageants to her own advantage, has become more than
complacent as she’s participated in and actively engaged in these beauty standards.
The video almost accepts that this is an aspect of our society as models and pageant
queens prepare for their moment to shine on stage, and ends with some home footage
of Beyoncé as a child winning a pageant in Houston. Is this acceptance speech of her
win at the end of the video an indication that Beyoncé herself has accepted this reality -the reality that unrealistic beauty standards exist and we must operate within them -- or
is she acknowledging their existence in order to dismantle them throughout her
self-titled album?
In Janell Hobson’s essay “Feminists Debate Beyoncé,” she acknowledges that
the album itself is “multifaceted and contradictory in ways [Beyoncé] engages in
representational politics of beauty and sexuality” (Trier-Bieniek, Adrienne, Hobson,
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2016). While “Pretty Hurts'' is critical of rigid beauty standards that impact women and
girls, it’s soon followed by “Drunk in Love (feat. Jay-Z),” which depicts this contradiction
vividly if listened too as Jay-Z’s verse specifically gives nods to Mike Tyson and Ike
Turner in the following lyrics:

"I'm Ike, Turner, turn up
Baby no I don't play
Now eat the cake, Anna Mae
I said eat the cake, Anna Mae"

It’s a lyric that irks many critics as it references a disturbing scene from Tina
Turner’s biopic What’s Love Got to Do With It that depicts Ike Turner’s physical abuse
towards her while he was her husband and manager. In the midst of a seeminlgy
feminist album, we hear Jay-Z name drop two abusive men in a single verse (Ike
Turner, and just before, Mike Tyson). It’s hard to tell if this lyrical moment is a weakly
executed comment on toxic, violent men and the women who love them, or just some
weird masculine fronting. Either way, the reference is haunting and creates a stunning
dissonance between this verse and the rest of the album.
Skip a few songs and we arrive to the feminist anthem of the album, “***Flawless
(feat. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie)." When listening to the lyrics, we hear a spoken bit
by Nigerian feminist author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie that defines feminist as, “a
person who believes in the social, political, and economic equality of the sexes.” It’s a
gorgeous sample to include in this track, and one that no doubt was cleared for usage in
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the legal sense -- as Beyoncé participates in the music industrial complex as a
corporate entity, you better believe her business affairs team cleared the rights to use
and license this recording and text sample. But what does it mean that she included this
snippet in her track? Muhly argues that this usage runs into a small danger, that the
sample in this mix, “feels more like texture with substance rather than substance with
texture.” In other words, this sample, as powerful as it is, doesn’t necessarily “align with
the visions (social, political, or economic) of this album.” Here lies an additional
dissonance in Beyoncé’s message. Whether it’s her own dissonance she grapples with
as her behavior differs from that which is spoken, or if it is the dissonance of her
producer, management, music video director, etc., the dissonance still exists.
As all of these titles and positions operate within the Beyoncé brand, or
corporation, they become a key voice in how she is represented and her public identity.
Fans didn’t miss a beat when this track dropped, and Real Colored Girls, a Black
Feminist Activist Collective, launched an essay called “The Problem with BeyHive
Bottom Bitch Feminism,” in which they eloquently think through the discourse of this
album and problematize its attempt at being active feminist work. The Real Colored
Girls contributor states in direct conversation with Beyoncé, “When elements of the
feminist community rise up to applaud your simplistic, pro-capitalist, structurally violent
sampling of feminism, the metaphor becomes even more relevant.” (Real Colored Girls,
2014). The metaphor referred to here comes from the structure within Pimp Theory that
creates a hierarchy amongst the women a man pimps, where the “bottom bitch” is
considered to be the whore that works the hardest, and becomes “a token who is
allowed symbolic power, which she uses to discipline, advocate for, represent and
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advance the domain of the stable” (Real Colored Girls, 2014). In this article, this notion
of a “bottom bitch” and “boss bitch” is used as a metaphor to further discuss the
appearance of power vs. actual power dynamics of male dominance in rap and hip hop
as the Collective argues that Beyoncé represents “the trope of the chosen black female,
loyal to her man and complicity in her own commodification” (Real Colored Girls, 2014).
The writer continues,

Moreover, we're concerned that the capitalist ethics of mainstream hip hop has
seduced feminist allies into flirting with bottom bitch feminism in their silencing of
those who would critique Bey and the systemic violence she represents. To this
we ask: Is feminism sponsored by the corporate music industrial complex as big
as we can dream? Is the end game a feminism in which the glass ceiling for
black women's representation only reaches as high as our booties? Can't we just
love Bey as an amazing corporate artist without selling out the hard-won
accomplishments of our black feminist and womanist foremothers? Can we not
love her for the gorgeous and fierce mega pop star she is without appropriating
her for some liberal, power feminist agenda? (Real Colored Girls, 2014).

While I’d like to respond enthusiastically saying, “Yes, we can!”, I actually don’t
think we can due to the capitalist system she’s operating within. Ultimately, marketplace
feminism will dominate her portrayal of feminism because it’s the only way for her to
stay relevant and succeed in the commercialized music industry’s current system. With
that said, can Beyoncé be a radical intersectional feminist? She’s embraced her diva
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identity, but what about her depiction of feminism? Hobson argues that Beyoncé’s
reluctance to claim the identity of feminist likely stems from the hisotrical exclusion of
women of color from dominant images of feminism (Trier-Bieniek, Adrienne, Hobson,
2016). Yet, within the discourse and framing from Real Colored Girls, we must ask
ourselves, where does Beyoncé’s voice begin and where does it end in terms of cultural
production? How much of this feminist identity is truly hers versus the corporation
around her, which is not only her management, her production team, her public relations
team, her backup dancers, recording engineer, mixer, etc., but also includes the
American media. They are all complicit in the making of Beyoncé’s public identity and
her representation through marketplace feminism.

LEMONADE
In 2016, Beyoncé’s release of her sixth studio album, accompanied by a
sixty-five-minute film on HBO of the same title, Lemonade became her most acclaimed
studio album. Billboard’s Miriam Bale called the album “a revolutionary work of Black
feminism” and that the movie itself was, “a movie made by Black women, starring Black
women, for Black women” (Bale, 2017). As the album depicts the marital struggle
between Beyoncé and her husband, Jay-Z, it also chronicles the relationship between
Black women and American society. With this reading of Lemonade, we see how
Beyoncé centralizes the experiences of Black women. Similar to her inspiration of
previous Black feminist work through the sample of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie in her
previous album, Lemonade contains a quote from Malcolm X saying, “The most
disrespected person in America is the Black woman. The most unprotected person in
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America is the Black woman. The most neglected person in America is the Black
woman” (Malcolm X, 1962). The film itself envisions a space where there is no longer
oppression of Black women, rather there is a space for Black women to heal. This
album is a representation of Beyoncé’s healing process -- her healing from her marital
troubles that were inconsiderately represented in American media and her healing
process as she embraces her history and voice as a Black feminist. Lemonade
becomes the moment where Beyoncé appears to come into consciousness with her
feminist identity, drawing inspiration in both her music and in the visual rhetoric to Black
women that came before her.
Sonically, she draws from Black female blues musicians such as Shug Avery,
Bessie Smith, and Sister Rosetta Tharpe, each of them grappling with personal trauma
and experiences in order to empower Black women (Bradley, 2016). Beyoncé also
samples songs originally recorded by Black women, including Memphis Minnie and
Dionne Warwick (Horowitz, 2016). Visually, the film draws inspiration from a list of Black
feminists and their work including Julie Dash, Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, Zora Neale
Hurston, and Octavia Butler (Moore, 2017).
Yet, Black feminist and author bell hooks wrote a piece for The Guardian titled
“Beyoncé’s Lemonade is capitalist money making at its best” (hooks, 2016). In the
article, hooks presents the argument that while the subject matter may be considered
daring, at the end of the day, it’s a production, a commodity, and something to be sold,
despite the centering of Black female bodies and making them the norm throughout the
narrative (hooks, 2016). hooks notes that while we see a display of Black female bodies
transgress all boundaries, “it’s all about the body, and the body as commodity. This is
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not radical or revolutionary. From slavery to present day, Black female bodies, clothed
and unclothed, have been bought and sold” (hooks, 2016). She continues her analysis
that the difference between the commodification of Lemonade versus others previously
presented is the intent, “its purpose to seduce, celebrate, and delight…” yet, “throughout
Lemonade, the Black female body is utterly aestheticized,” and is ultimately, “a fantasy,
a fictional narrative with Beyoncé starring as the lead character” (hooks, 2016). As
hooks notes, the album itself begins a narrative of pain and betrayal that highlights the
trauma it produces, creating mixed messages embedded throughout the album as it
embodies a “celebration of rage” as Beyoncé becomes a fantastical female power
(hooks, 2016). It’s this fantasy that creates “images of female violence [which]
undercuts the central message embedded in Lemonade, that violence in all its forms,
especially the violence of lies and betrayal, hurts” (hooks, 2016). Despite the false belief
of gender equality, hooks argues that, “women do not and will not seize power and
create self-love and self-esteem through violent acts” (hooks, 2016). Here hooks notes
that even in art, “a Black female creator as powerfully placed as Beyoncé can both
create images and present viewers with her own interpretation of what those images
mean” (hooks, 2016). Yet as viewers, we cannot accept her interpretation as truth.
Beyoncé uses the narrative of Lemonade to claim feminism and as she describes
in Elle Magazine, “to give clarity to the true meaning [of feminism]” (Gottesman, 2018).
hooks acknowledges that “her vision of feminism does not call for an end to patriarchal
domination. It’s all about insisting on equal rights for men and women” (hooks, 2016).
This envisions a feminism without intersectionality, and as hooks states, “world of
fantasy feminism” filled with simplified categories of gender without a call to challenge
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and change the dominant systems. hooks notes that Lemonade itself “glamorizes a
world of gendered cultural paradox and contradiction” through its “false construction of
power as so many men, especially Black men, do not possess actual power... It is only
as Black women and all women resist patriarchal romanticization of domination in
relationships can a healthy self-love emerge that allows every Black female, and all
females, to refuse to be a victim” (hooks, 2016).
As we see Beyoncé’s growth into the feminist we see depicted in American
media, we also see the flaw in her presentation and representation of her feminism. As
analyzed and visualized through these albums, I Am...Sasha Fierce, BEYONCÉ, and
Lemonade, we see her journey from an attempted reclamation of the term “diva” to her
embrace of the term “feminism” to her eventual grappling with her identitiy as a Black
feminist in a music industrial complex that prospers on the commodification of culture.
It’s this cultural production that has created the Beyoncé represented in mainstream
American media, yet this production is also the cause of the tension in her feminist
presentation. Through this analysis of Beyoncé’s lyrical and visual storytelling, her
cross-cultural narratives, and use of mixed media, we see through body politics, media
representation, and the cultural phenomenon of celebrity how Beyoncé presents radical
intersectional feminism through marketplace feminism to her fandom and how it’s
represented through her public identity.

***
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THE DEATH AND REBIRTH OF TAYLOR SWIFT
In November 2014, roughly one month after Taylor Swift, then age 24, released
her fifth studio album 1989, Bloomberg BusinessWeek released their single issue
magazine with “Taylor Swift Is The Music Industry” written across the cover (Leonard
2014). Five years later, Graham Norton informed Swift on the The Graham Norton Show
that she had done something only The Beatles had previously accomplished -- she had
four consecutive albums (now five albums) spend at least six weeks at No. 1 on the
Billboard 200 (Norton 2020, Rolli 2020). Swift grew up in the metaphorical spotlight of
the American media. After years of fame, Swift now tends to keep personal information
close in order to control her public identity and the narrative that is exposed in popular
culture. This highly controlled narrative and ownership of her public image led many in
the media and music industry to call Swift a “diva” over the years. However, I’d argue
that this evolution to take control of the narrative and how she is represented publicly is
actually a feminist approach to her career and can be further understood through an
analysis of her music and greater star text.
This chapter focuses on the American media’s influence on Swift’s public identity
as her career grew and her reclamation process through the analysis of star texts as
she sought to gain control of her narrative through the concepts of death and rebirth. To
do this, I focus on key moments throughout her career, up until today, that led to various
attempts at reclamation and identity rebirth. I analyze Swift’s early career and rise in
celebrity before focusing on the 2009 MTV Video Music Awards (VMAs) and the
infamous Kanye West incident, which I argue was the first public display of Swift’s loss
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of control over her narrative and public image. I’ll explore her attempt at reclamation
around her fourth studio album, Red, and fifth studio album, 1989, both of which marked
the phase of her career transition from country to pop musical genres and ultimately led
to her disappearance from the public for over a year before her rebrand launched with
her sixth studio album, Reputation and the single track Look What You Made Me Do. I’ll
also cover Swift’s decision to become politically engaged and publicly more vocal as a
feminist, exploring her participation in the #MeToo movement, her political endorsement
of Tennessee Democrat Phil Bredesen in the 2018 midterm elections, her endorsement
of the 2019 Equality Act, and the culmination of these moments that led to the release
of her seventh studio album, Lover, and her Netflix documentary Miss Americana, both
which led to a national discussion around the ownership and sale of her musical
masters by former management Big Machine Records and Scooter Braun. As Swift is
constantly reframing the feminist narrative and her position within the commercialized
music industry, she is able to rewrite herself as a diva and feminist on her own terms as
she focuses on rebirth of her identitiy in spite of the rhetoric from the American media.
Swift’s narrative is heavily informed from star texts. In 1979, Richard Dyer
originally introduced the concept of star texts or star image as, “the aggregate of every
public appearance of, or reference to a given Hollywood studio actor” (Lindemann
2020). According to Dyer, “the star image is produced by the studio as a collection of
mass cultural objects across a wide range of media,” which includes an actor’s film and
television roles, interviews, radio appearances, commercials, published gossip, tabloids,
reviews, etc. (Lindemann 2020). Here, I use these star texts and star images to further
understand the narrative that is Taylor Swift and her evolution from naive teenage
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country singer to global pop icon to outspoken feminist, and potentially, a political
activist.

A COMING OF AGE NARRATIVE
Swift first hit the music scene at age 14 as a country singer-songwriter with lyrics
that mirrored her teenage reality. Yet as she and her career continued to grow, her lyrics
did too, developing into more complex narratives and stories that reflected her views
and opinions, specifically as she evolved from someone who didn’t consider herself a
feminist, to a white feminist, to a marketplace feminist, and more recently an
intersectional feminist. Similar to the state of feminism itself, she’s evolved in waves.
Through Swift’s lyrical evolution and her expansive star text and image, the public bears
witness to her own self-discovery as she defines and redefines her public identity,
despite the American media’s attempt to fuel cancel culture through diva shaming and
dismantling her celebrity.
Swift entered the music industry with her 2006 self-titled debut album Taylor Swift
and hit single “Tim McGraw.” She was instantly branded as a country singer-songwriter
whose lyrics depicted teenage love, girl-next-door high school drama, friendships,
insecurity, finding a sense of belonging, and all the other experiences and emotions of
being a white teenage girl in America. Young girls began to identify with her as they saw
themselves in her songs, and the innocence of her lyrics and naivete to celebrity was an
appealing trait to parents. This first studio album earned Swift national recognition and
became critically acclaimed for its mainstream sensibility and her impressive talent at
the young age of 17. Soon after, Swift was nominated for Album of the Year at the 2008
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Academy of Country Music Awards, which led to a Grammy nomination for Best New
Artist, and ultimately topped the US Billboard Top Country Albums, charting for
twenty-four weeks to become the longest-charting album on the Billboard 200 of the
decade.
Following this success, Swift released her second studio album, Fearless, which
launched her celebrity status further into the mainstream as her songwriting not only
improved, but her sound began to subtly blend genres of country and pop, increasing
her visibility amongst young fans. While many of her songs still focused on romance,
teenage heartache, and aspirations, the album depicted her fearlessness to embrace
the challenges lyrically described as well as those that awaited her mass stardom. Her
career skyrocketed even further and led to more award nominations, specifically the
track “You Belong With Me.” Not only did this track go on to receive Grammy
nominations for Song of the Year, Record of the Year, and Best Female Pop Vocal
Performance, but the video itself, which now has over 1.2 billion views on YouTube, led
to Swift’s 2008 VMA win for Best Female Video and led to the now infamous Kanye
West VMA incident that shook the music industry (Entertainment Tonight 2019).

LOSING CONTROL OF THE NARRATIVE
In 2009, Swift was called to the MTV VMAs’ stage to accept the award for Best
Female Video for “You Belong With Me.” As she began her speech, hip hop artist Kanye
West appeared on stage, took the microphone from her hand and said “Yo Taylor, I’m
really happy for you, and I’m gonna let you finish, but Beyoncé had one of the best
videos of all time” (Entertainment Tonight 2019). I argue this is the first documented
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moment where Swift’s image was disregarded, leaving her with no control over the
narrative she had been building, as outside forces -- in this case West -- had altered the
narrative she had created in that moment as the American media picked it up
immediately. Years later, Swift disclosed in her documentary that when the incident
happened, she began to hear the audience booing, and while now she knows they were
booing at him, she thought it was directed at her. Swift continued to explain that this
moment was, “a catalyst for a lot of psychological paths that [she] went down, and not
all of them were beneficial” (Wilson 2020). As she further reflected on the incident, she
said, “[It was] all fueled by not feeling like I belonged there. I’m only here because I work
hard and I’m nice to people. That work ethic, like, thank god I had that work ethic. I can’t
change what’s going to happen to me, but I can control what I write” (Wilson 2020).
This moment in Swift’s career led her to refocus her energy on re-establishing
control through her music and songwriting. It led to her third studio album, Speak Now,
followed by her fourth studio album, Red. Both albums began to blur the lines between
country and pop music genres, which caused commotion within the industry as evident
by the press stories and headlines such as that of the New Yorker article titled “Country
Music’s Taylor Swift Problem” (Sanneh 2014). During this time, the American media
began to analyze the personal themes of Swift’s albums to a greater extent, which led to
a public frenzy and criticism of Swift’s dating life. Fans and the media alike began to
analyze which exes were present in which tracks, and whether the narrative Swift
displayed through her music was single sided and unfair to the men she dated. Her
entire career to this point -- her songs and her videos -- were Swift’s persona, which is
one that is highly commodified, and based heavily in gender, race, and class identities
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that were, “often expressed via post-racial white nostalgia and post-feminist irony that
obscure political ramifications of these commodified subjectives with their
tongue-in-cheek aesthetics” (Prins 2020). At this moment in her career, it appears that
Swift’s investment in this white femininity translated to a cultural identity that relied on,
“Victorian notions of innocence, virtuousness, fragility, and victimhood” as presented
throughout the themes of her albums and song lyrics (e.g. “Love Story,” “Fifteen,” “You
Belong With Me,” “Dear John,” “Mean,” “The Story of Us,” “I Knew You Were Trouble,”
“Red,” etc.) (Cullen 2016, Dubrofsky 2016, Bell 2017, Prins 2020).
Alongside the criticism of her personal dating life, Swift began to see personal
attacks through meme culture following the release of Red. While on her press and
promotional tour for the album, she was consistently asked about her stance on
feminism and whether or not she considered herself a feminist. Her answers were
vague enough to not be considered answers at all, making her stance on not only
feminism, but also on politics open for interpretation from the masses. An example of
those vague responses, in a 2012 interview with The Daily Beast, Swift blatantly
separated herself from the term feminism saying, “I don’t really think about things as
guys versus girls. I never have. I was raised by parents who brought me up to think if
you work as hard as guys, you can go far in life” (Setoodeh 2012, Armstrong 2016).
In 2013, this led to the creation of ‘Taydolf Swiftler’ memes by white supremacists
and white nationalists (Prins 2020). These memes included “an image of Taylor Swift
either juxtaposed with a quote by Adolf Hitler, or conversely an image of Adolf Hitler
juxtaposed with a Taylor Swift lyric” (Prins 2020). As the memes spread, American
media outlets picked up on the story and effectively amplified the spread of the memes
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(Prins 2020). While Swift never spoke publicly about this incident, her legal team did
send a cease and desist letter to a blogger that argued Swift was a white supremacist,
as the first step in a defamation lawsuit (Prins 2020). However, this was then followed
by a letter sent to Swift’s team from the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) that
stated the blogger had the right to exercise free speech, and that “criticism is never
pleasant… but a celebrity has to shake it off, even if the critique may damage her
reputation” (Prins 2020, Rischer et al. 2017).
As Prins notes, Swift’s star text is polysemic, and while she has never openly
claimed alt-right grammar, the combination of her silence, being a white woman, and
her conservative white image made her an ideal victim to narrative hijacking. It’s also
possible that Swift was co-opted by the alt-right after her confrontation with West, as the
image of a white woman being “victimized” by a Black man has widespread historical
significance in America. After the confrontation with West, the media’s rhetoric
continued to paint Swift as the victim as well, which further depicted this image of a
Black rap artist berating a white country artist. Prins continues to argue that, “when
whiteness is not considered to be a racial category its racially privileged position
becomes almost impossible to analyze” (Prins 2020). She continues to add that in the
digital age of social media, “celebrities like Taylor Swift have to grapple with this lack of
control as audiences explore digital possibilities offered to them” (Prins 2020). One way
to grapple with this is to write about it, and that’s exactly what Swift did as evident by the
release of her fifth studio album, 1989, which featured the lead single, “Shake It Off."
While I don’t know for certain, this phrase as evident in the letter from the ACLU
coupled with the gossip and misinformation surrounding her personal identity in the
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public media turns this track into the initial step in her goal to reclaim the narrative
surrounding her public identity.

REBIRTH THROUGH GENRE
The 1989 album marked a decisive moment in Swift’s career as it became the
first time Swift clearly stated that she was shifting genres and would no longer be
creating country music, but rather definitively create pop music. In the Rolling Stone
article “The Reinvention of Taylor Swift” that declared this, Swift also publicly announced
she would move from Nashville to New York and begin writing “blatant pop music” (Eells
2014). This also marked a dramatic shift in album production and the creative process.
This shift in genre became a key element in Swift’s evolution as an artist, her
public image, and commercialized identity. The challenge Swift faced when shifting from
country music to pop music is stemmed in the underlying connotations of each of these
genres and how the genre itself can create a narrative that may counter the one Swift is
selling to the public. First, “rock and country stars are perceived to be more ‘authentic’
than their pop music counterparts” (Wilkinson 2019). This stems from the visual rhetoric
and imagery the public has surrounding these genres, specifically that country
musicians’ images permeate a heightened sense of labor and authenticity (Wilkinson
2019, Frith 1981, Grossberg 1992, Peterson 1997, Palmer 1997). This public perception
comes from the idea that rock and country musicians write, perform, and record their
own material, play their own instruments, and struggle to make it in the industry on their
own without extensive collaboration (Wilkinson 2019). Second, fame as a rock or
country musician is reliant on “a strong sense of truth telling," as lyrics often tell
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personal stories of hardship and performances, and give the appearance of being
rooted in intimate confessions of the artist’s personal life (think Johnny Cash, Willie
Nelson, Patsy Cline, Loretta Lynn, even Dolly Parton) (Wilkinson 2019).
In stark contrast, the discourse around popular music centers around artificial
entertainment, commercial manufacturing of lyrics with multiple ghost writers, and
synthetic construction of instrumentation rather than intimacy, sincerity, labor, and
realism (Wilkinson 2019). Swift’s challenge in shifting from one genre to the other was
maintaining her authenticity as a hardworking musician who told honest, intimate stories
throughout her lyrics while creating the mass appeal that the pop music genre could
give her in a commercialized industry. The only way for Swift to preserve this identity
would be for her to maintain control of the narrative and how not only her album was
presented to the public, but also her image.

PERFORMING AUTHENTICITY
In order to do so, Swift orchestrated the album press and communicated the
public narrative she wished to tell, and the American media followed it precisely as
planned. First, she began to host intimate events with fans via in-person staged studio
performances as well as digital gatherings with Skype attendees, each which included a
Q&A session with the artist (McNutt 2020). During these sessions, Swift disclosed a bit
about her songwriting process, letting the audience into her world as she disclosed her
work ethic and creative process. She responded to one inquiry with, “I’ve gotten a lot of
questions about songwriting, about the process, about what happens when you get an
idea. The answer is the first thing I do is grab my phone… and I play whatever
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melody/gibberish comes to my brain first” (McNutt 2020). After explaining her process,
she exclaims that she is releasing three of these voice memos in a deluxe version of
1989, which was made exclusively available at Target (McNutt 2020).
These voice memos can be understood as paratexts that help drive the narrative
as Swift transitions from one genre to the next. Here, they are “explicitly focused on
Swift’s labor, and on her place within gendered hierarchies operating within the music
industry” (McNutt 2020). These gendered hierarchies are embedded in the pop music
genre, where historically the writing and production -- all the behind the scenes work -of popular music is a dominantly masculine space, whereas pop music itself is
feminized. As Swift navigates this space in the narrative telling around 1989, she also
explores her identity as a woman operating within this masculine space. She makes this
narrative public in order to convey her success in this space; however, as McNutt notes,
this must “simultaneously be placed in conversation with Swift’s broader relationship
with popular feminism” (McNutt 2020). Through these voice memos, Swift uses 1989 as
an album to perform intimacy as a way to reclaim authorship, which is a “feminist act in
industrial contexts due to the gendered hierarchy of pop music production” in which she
entered when shifting genres from country music to pop music (McNutt 2020). While her
goal may have been to reclaim authorship through authenticity and a controlled
narrative, Swift’s actions are actually the result of marketplace feminism and merely
represent “an ideal venue for branded manifestations of popular feminism but fail to
extend to systemic issues of gendered hierarchies'' within the music industry (McNutt
2020).
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While this is a very specific instance of displayed ownership over her cultural
produciton, these voice memos become essential to the paratexts that inform Swift’s
star text and informs how Swift begins to integrate a feminist pracitce into her public
image. Around this time in her career we begin to see her “using popular feminism to
rebrand” (Glatsky 2017) much more often as her brand begins to extend beyond her
music through her powerful female friendships and girl power aesthetics (Affuso, 2018)
that are seen in her music videos for “Bad Blood,” “Blank Space,” and others from the
1989 album. Ultimately, these paratexts construct a sense of agency in which Swift can
engage in feminist reframings of her career (McNutt 2020). Yet this can be misleading
because these paratexts (such as the voice memos) eventually “reveal their limitations
as a space for feminist practice” (McNutt 2020), as they become a means of promotion
and commodity. This turns this feminist narrative around labor in a masculine space to
one about performative intimacy as a means of capitalism.
It also exposes Swift’s feminism as marketplace feminism that’s imbued in
neoliberalism. In agreement here, McNutt explains that “paratexts embody this branded
feminism, functioning as valuable spaces for articulation for celebrity figures to negotiate
issues of gender inequality as it relates to their own career and ultimately cannot be
unlinked from capitalist systems in which that gender inequality is reinforced” (McNutt
2020).
Again, Swift’s feminism begins to appear during her transition in genre, as her
agency in the songwriting process and creative production was called into question due
to the masculine space that is popular music production. In her earlier albums, Swift
controlled her authorial image as she entered the music industry as a singer-songwriter
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that developed and created most of her first album on her own. This narrative of
ownership and authorship expanded across her first three albums, as Swift’s
“authorship became enmeshed with her sense of authenticity” (McNutt 2020). She
appeared to be the sole architect of her career, until Red when she began working with
Swedish producers Max Martin and Johann Shellback. This led to early questions of
whether or not she was a country artist; however, she managed to maintain the country
singer-songwriter appearance throughout the record, with the American media calling
genre into question, but ultimately giving the final word to Swift. Two years later, the
release of 1989 was completely different. Swift deliberately stated this would be her first
pop record, and with that came additional collaborations with more producers, such as
mega-producer Ryan Tedder, artist-producer Imogen Heap, and future mega-producer
Jack Antonoff (McNutt 2020).
It’s these collaborations that eventually led to the American media’s questioning
over Swift’s authorship and labor in the production of her music. This led to articles such
as the one in Forbes titled “If Taylor Swift Is So Genuine, Why Does 1989 Sound So
Fake” (Messitte 2014). The media began to suggest that “Swift’s sonic evolution has
erased her authentic voice," which raised questions about “her autonomy in a space
dominated by male producers” (McNutt 2020). It’s at this moment in her career transition
that, “her identity as an artist was inherently threatened in ways that speak to both the
distinctions between country and pop as industrial silos and the masculine hierarchies
created by the producers within pop music” (McNutt 2020). It’s this power structure,
specifically within the production process, that creates a gendered dialogue around
Swift’s 1989 voice memos. It’s these memos that helped her strategically reclaim
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ownership over her work and cultural production, even while they operated as a method
of promotion. In addition, paratexts such as interviews, music videos, etc. around 1989
strategically allowed her to tell her own narrative regarding the collaborations on the
album and in her work.
While these voice memos appear as paratexts to validate Swift’s rebrand as a
feminist in popular culture, a further analysis proves that their framing is solely based in
marketplace feminism rather than radical intersectional feminism aimed at disrupting the
patriarchy. While Swift manages to control and uplift her own narrative, she doesn’t do
the same for the other women she collaborated with on 1989. Of the three voice
memos, all of them featured the tracks collaborated on with male producers, including “I
Know Places," “I Wish You Would," and “Blank Space,” while the track “Clean” that
features the only female producer of the group -- Imogen Heap -- is left out of this
narrative. It becomes clear that the purpose of the voice memos, “speaks to their ability
to preemptively cut off any narratives that seek to subsume Swift’s authorial voice under
that of her male collaborators', where the potential threat of authorship was greater”
(McNutt 2020).
Still, it’s significant that Swift managed to frame the narrative around this
transition. While the voice memos themselves are not framed in feminist terms, “these
paratexts embed a feminist narrative of authorial control” in a space where such
narratives are often “[challenging] for other female artists who also serve as writers and
producers of their own work," such as Beyoncé when she was defeated by Beck in the
2014 Grammy Awards for the Album of the Year (McNutt 2020). The narrative that
surrounded this defeat framed Beyoncé as overly collaborative, suggesting that this
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nature of popular music was less creative than that of a sole artist such as Beck. Not
only did this discourse ignore Beyoncé’s contributions to her album as the executive
producer, writer on every track, and the guide for the visual storytelling and narrative of
the album, but it instead frames her album within the masculine context of ideal music
authorship. It’s also worth noting that criticizing Beyoncé, a Black woman, against Beck,
a white man, has disgusting racial undertones that cannot be ignored. While it’s
significant that Swift managed to avoid this backlash and control the narrative, it’s
important to recognize her relationship with country music (an overwhelmingly
conservative base) and her whiteness, which provided her privilege that other artists,
such as Beyoncé, do not otherwise have.
Through her navigation of these hierarchies and maintaining control over her
album’s narrative and her personal identity, Swift managed to see real successes
around 1989, most notably an Album of the Year win at the Grammys that made her the
first female artist to win the award twice. While this moment was an important one for
women in the music industry, it did not go unnoticed that she was the only woman on
stage to accept the award surrounded by her male producing partners. In turn, the voice
memos and the feminism of this act lends itself to hypocrisy, as the optics become a bit
misleading. It’s at this moment, as well as with the voice memos, where Swift could
have included more female voices such as that of producer Imogen Heap.

POP CULTURE’S LOVE/HATE RELATIONSHIP
In an attempt to be more inclusive, Swift appeared to take on the digital
streaming platforms in order to advocate against the exploitation of artists’ work with
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little return to the artists themselves. In 2015, this public appearance occurred when
Swift withdrew 1989 from Apple Music and sent them a public letter demanding that
artists’ be paid within their first three months on the platform (Wilkinson 2019). Apple
responded and agreed to adjust terms. Following the incident, Swift then starred in
multiple promotions and advertisements for Apple Music (Wilkinson 2019). Her unique
position of power provided her the platform to make an effective public statement to
online streaming platforms that led to real change. However, the result of her then
partnering with Apple in the interest of money and sponsorship becomes questionable
about her real intentions with the original statement -- was it a means for personal gain
or did she truly care about treating artists fairly? Still, many did support Swift’s criticism
of Apple and her use of power to demand changes for the better. In this case, Swift’s
‘diva’ image was applauded.
Less than a year later, Swift made headlines again, yet this time it was once
again related to Kanye West. In 2016, West released his track “Famous” which states
the line “I feel like me and Taylor might still have sex / Why? I made that bitch famous”
in reference to Swift (Universal Music Publishing 2016). While West insists he told Swift
in advance that he planned to use her name on this track, Swift argues that he never
told her what the lyric was or that he would use a derogatory term towards her. As their
feud continued, American masses and the media jumped to the conclusion that Swift
was upset about being called a “bitch” and was being a “diva," turning the entire
situation into a big deal for no reason. However, I’d argue that Swift was actually upset
that West was undermining all of the hard work she had invested into building her
career, to become a top charting artist, and establish herself in the music industry.
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West’s toxic masculinity is problematic in and of itself, but it’s also the gender
double standards that the American media operates within that becomes horrific. While
once being praised for her demanding “diva” power with Apple Music, she’s now
criticized for demanding the same respect from a male artist. During this incident with
West, American media headlines began to read “Taylor Swift Isn’t Like Other
Celebrities, She’s Worse” (He 2016), “Taylor Swift’s ‘downfall’: what the online
celebrations really say” (Jabour 2016), “Is America Turning on Taylor Swift?”
(Zimmerman 2017), and “How Taylor Swift Played The Victim For A Decade And Made
Her Entire Career” (Woodward 2017). As articles like these were published more
regularly, audiences began to flame the fire with the hashtag #TaylorSwiftIsOverParty,
which became the number one trending hashtag on Twitter (Gelman 2021). After this
moment, Swift disappeared and completely left the public eye.

LOOK WHAT YOU MADE ME DO
When Swift did decide to return to the scene, she made it clear to the American
media and public that she was returning on her terms, re-establishing control over her
narrative and identity. To do this, she deleted all of her social media, wiping it clean prior
to the release of the first single of her sixth studio album, Reputation, which led with the
track “Look What You Made Me Do” (Kaufman 2017). While the track alone operates as
a means to establish control over her identity, it’s the music video and visual aesthetic to
this track -- and really the entire album campaign -- that solidifies this. The music video
opens on a tombstone that states “Here Lies Taylor Swift’s Reputation” (Swift, “Look..”
2017). From the grave, a “Zombie Taylor” appears to “stage a massacre of her past
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selves, playing her own death(s) in costumes made famous by previous performances”
(Allen 2020). This Zombie Taylor character emerges as a symbol of the contradiction
that is Swift, as Allen puts it, “the living-deadness of a brand masquerading as a person”
(Allen 2020). In agreement with Allen, I believe Swift uses this lead single to kick off her
Reputation album campaign as a weapon to destroy her previous work and reframe her
new brand.

Fig. 3 - The opening shot of the “Look What You Made Me Do” video. (Swift 2017).

Fig 4 & 5 - Swift as “Zombie Taylor” in the “Look What You Made Me Do” video. (Swift 2017).
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Allen argues that Swift, like many other artists, is following the tradition of
“murdered musicians” (Allen 2020). She notes that French philosopher Catherine
Clément analyzed this very tradition in her book Opera, or The Undoing of Women, in
which she notes that opera exalts its women in order to kill them as men that are in
control “punish” female characters for “straying from the given roles of purity and
submission, usually with death” (Clément 1999, Allen 2020). Today, the American media
and American public similarly kill their stars, particularly female stars, through cancel
culture (e.g. #TaylorSwiftIsOverParty), for straying from defined roles. In the case of
Swift, she was defined as a country artist, she strayed from that role and the public and
media attempted to murder her throughout the aftermath of her pop music transition as
she became more vocal about her opinions, stood up for herself in a male-dominated
field, and made clear demands about what she believed was right.
Not only did she speak out against West’s lyrics, and Apple Music, but she also
made a political statement as she entered the conversation around the #MeToo
movement. In 2017, she won the court case against a former radio host who groped her
during a Denver meet-and-greet event during the Red album tour (Flanagan 2017).
Initially, Swift and her team informed the host’s employer who then promptly fired the
DJ, which resulted in a lawsuit against Swift from the DJ requesting millions of dollars in
damages (Wilson 2020). In response, Swift counter-sued for a single dollar, won in
court, and became one of TIME magazine’s “Silence Breakers” for the 2017 People of
the Year magazine issue (Rich 2017).
As she defied the status quo for women in the music industry, she became a
“diva” to the public. As Allen notes, “the public likes to ‘reduce a woman to her image’
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and then destroy that image” (Allen 2020). In a sense, through “Look What You Made
Me Do” Swift decided to kill herself -- at least her brand -- before the public or American
media could. In agreement, Allen makes the case that it’s this music video that
becomes Swift’s mini-opera (Allen 2020). In the video, we see Swift resemble that of the
opera character Carmen, “who chooses to die before a man decides it for her” (Clément
1999). It’s worth restating that the most literal meaning of a “diva” is an opera singer, so
this resemblance is not too surprising. Of course, with Swift’s comeback track of “Look
What You Made Me Do," she reaffirms that she is very much alive when the music video
breaks the record for the most viewed video within 24 hours (Allen 2020). While Swift
appears to be alive, we actually “see nothing more than the representation of a brand”
as “Swift periodically erases any associations her appearance held, whether to country
music or chastity or sophistication, to begin a new (after)life” (Allen 2020).
She’s constantly rebranding, repurposing her body and image in order to
regenerate her brand, and ultimately, her public identity. In “Look What You Made Me
Do," Swift is not only killing her previous brands, but returning with a very “‘sexual and
authoritarian power’ for which opera divas receive the death sentence” (Allen 2020).
Through her imagery, she makes it clear that in order for her to survive and thrive as a
celebrity, “she must submit not only to the killing gaze but also the male gaze” as
evident by her visual aesthetic for Reputation (Allen 2020). Throughout the video, we
see and hear notions of Swift recounting previous public conflicts, such as the one with
Kanye West and pop star feuds that became public knowledge such as the ones with
her ex Calvin Harris or Katy Perry. As Allen argues, she “‘turns her life into a stage
production’” throughout the video, and creates a production that sells authenticity in
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order to completely blur the lines between real life and capitalism (Allen 2020). She
establishes her control over the narrative once more and returns swiftly to marketplace
feminism.

Fig. 6 - The 15 Taylor Swifts in the final shot of the “Look What You Made Me Do” video, all representing
previous costumes, imagery, and albums from Swift’s career. (Swift 2017).

These performances, similar to the performance of opera, “appear
‘simultaneously utopian and grotesque’ because, though life-like, they come from a
dead, capitalistic place” (Abbate 2001, Allen 2020). Upon further analysis, we see that
for everyone that contributed to the music video for “Look What You Made Me Do," Swift
appears as the only woman involved while the producer, the director, the songwriters,
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and the head of the record label are all men. While she may still have control over her
image, the storyline, and how she’s represented, can we still consider her a feminist in
this context even if she doesn’t surround herself with women or lift any other women up
to her level of power? As she dramatically kills herself to rebrand her identity for
Reputation, Swift effectively represents both, “the fallen divas of opera and the
uncanniness of musical performance” all through the vessel of commercialized
authenticity (Allen 2020). After all, like Allen states, “a capitalistic society, commodifies
everything, including life.”

MISS AMERICANA
As Swift began to receive criticism for her perceived inauthenticity, as well as her
placement on TIME magazine’s People of the Year cover -- with arguments made that
others had done much more for the #MeToo movement -- she shifted the narrative to
become more authentic than before, becoming politically involved for the first time since
she stepped into the public eye. While for years, she stayed silent on the topic of
feminism and never broached the topic of politics, imperfection, or anything truly
authentic, she decided to break this silence through public political activism and the
release of her 2020 documentary Miss Americana. First, she used her social media
platforms to be more outspoken about the 2018 midterm elections, where she aligned
herself with the Democratic Party for the first time through her endorsement of Phil
Bredesen who campaigned against Marsha Blackburn in the Tennessee senatorial race.
In her documentary, while referencing Blackburn, Swift states “one of the things that
outraged me so much is that she voted against the reauthorization of The Violence
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Against Women Act, which tries to protect women from stalking, date rape, domestic
violence, and then obviously it’s a no for gay marriage, it’s a no for them to have any
rights whatsoever. I think I’ll be really upset if people think that Tennessee stands for
those things'' (Wilson 2020).
Previously, around 2012, Swift was asked why she was secretive regarding her
political party affiliation and who she would be voting for in the upcoming Presidential
elections between Barack Obama and Mitt Romney. She responded, “I just figure I’m a
22-year-old singer, and you know I don’t know if people really want to hear my political
views. I think they just kind of want to hear me sing songs about breakups and feelings”
(Wilson 2020). When reflecting on why she didn’t speak out sooner, she reveals that
“part of the fabric of being a country artist is ‘don’t force your politics on people.’ Let
people live their lives” (Wilson 2020). Then she references The Chicks (formerly known
as the Dixie Chicks) who were publicly “cancelled” for criticizing then President George
W. Bush’s decision to invade Iraq during a 2003 London concert. Swift continues:

“Throughout my whole career, label executives and publishers would just say
‘don’t be like the Dixie Chicks’, and I loved the Dixie Chicks. But, a nice girl
doesn’t force her opinions on people. A nice girl smiles and waves and says
thank you. A nice girl doesn’t make people feel uncomfortable with her views… I
was so obsessed with not getting in trouble, that I was like I’m just not going to
do anything that anyone can say anything about. I’m getting to the point where I
can’t listen to people that are telling me ‘no, stay out of it.’” (Wilson 2020).
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With this new sense of political awareness and outspokenness, Swift endorsed
the 2019 Equality Act. However, it did not go unnoticed that this political act occurred at
the same time as a single track release leading up to her seventh studio album, Lover.
“You Need To Calm Down” was released during Pride Month celebrations and takes an
equality-first stance lyrically and visually as the video features a drag brunch with
celebrity cameos from Katy Perry, Laverne Cox, RuPaul, Ryan Reynolds, the celebrities
from Queer Eye, and more (Bruner 2019).

Fig. 7 - The brunch scene in the “You Need To Calm Down” video. (Swift 2019).

Following the video is a call to audiences to support her U.S. Senate petition in
favor of the Equality Act. While Swift was praised for this endorsement, and her
previous endorsements that led to a hike of over 65,000 registered voters due to an
Instagram post (McDermott 2018), Swift’s authenticity and political activism is still
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questioned here. How tied up is her activism with capitalism? It appears they aren’t
mutually exclusive.
In addition, as Swift becomes more comfortable with her divadom, she also
begins to associate herself with others that have been associated with divas -- drag
queens. It’s this association along with her newfound activism that makes it appear as
though Swift is having a feminist awakening. Yet, it’s diminished by the commodification
of this performance and marketplace feminism that continues to surround the record.
Not to mention, there’s some precedent in popular culture today for outspoken white
celebrities, such as Pink and Lady Gaga to name a few, so Swift’s awakening appears
to be a part of this overall cultural shift, compared to the white pop stars of the early
aughts, such as Britney Spears, Christina Aguilera, and others.
While this renewed activism and her journey towards it is narrated throughout
Swift’s documentary, we do see moments of apparent authenticity. However, it’s
important to constantly remind ourselves that ultimately, documentaries are additional
marketing tools to disseminate a particular narrative into popular culture and
mainstream media. There are multiple instances of vulnerability exposed in the film as
Swift discusses the toll of being a celebrity took on her health, not only physically as she
struggled with an eating disorder, but also mentally as she navigated the constant
beratement from paparazzi. Reflecting, she says, “When you’re living for the approval of
strangers and that is where you derive all of your joy and fulfillment, one bad thing can
cause everything to crumble” (Wilson 2020). And so it did, and so she rebuilt and was
reborn.
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Miss Americana provides these moments of authenticity as we see her process
and the curtain is pulled back for the audience to see who Swift truly is, yet at the same
time it’s a commodified narrative. The film itself lets Swift control that narrative around
her identity while also allowing businesses -- Swift’s own as well as online streaming
behemoth Netflix -- to profit on her body and her being. Swift has often used her identity
to operate as a business, a brand. She nods to this notion in the documentary when
asked about how she feels about turning 29, saying “I feel like I’m not really ready for all
this grown up stuff… [but] I kind of don’t really have the luxury of figuring stuff out
because my life is planned two years ahead of time” (Wilson 2020). And that’s the
business at its core.
Another moment of authenticity that reveals itself in Swift’s documentary is her
work and discussion around the track “The Man," released on Lover. The track
highlights the double standards placed on women with lyrics that read:

“They'd say I hustled
Put in the work
They wouldn't shake their heads and question how much of this I deserve
What I was wearing
If I was rude
Could all be separated from my good ideas and power moves?
And they would toast to me, oh
Let the players play
I'd be just like Leo
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In Saint-Tropez
I'm so sick of running as fast as I can
Wondering if I'd get there quicker
If I was a man
And I'm so sick of them coming at me again
'Cause if I was a man
Then I'd be the man
I'd be the man
I'd be the man”

While working on the track with Joel Little, producer and co-writer, he tells her, “It
must be so exhausting. Just having to think about this shit all the fucking time” (Wilson
2020). Swift responds, “You are kind of doing a constant strategy in your head as to how
not to be shamed for something on any given day, but then you get accused of being
calculated for having strategy. You do kind of have to twist yourself into a pretzel on an
hourly basis” (Wilson 2020). It’s moments like these that shine through, creating
authentic and relatable snippets that all women can understand. Swift’s navigation
between professional and personal life is completely blurred here, yet we as an
audience can clearly understand why due to the patriarchal structures and gender
norms that are embedded in our society. Swift acknowledges this too, saying, “I’m trying
to be as educated as possible on how to respect people, on how to deprogram the
misogyny in my own brain. Toss it out, reject it, and resist it. Like there is no such thing
as a slut, there is no such thing as a bitch, there is no such thing as someone who is
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bossy, there’s just a boss. We don’t want to be condemned for being multi-faceted”
(Wilson 2020). Ultimately, Swift’s performance of feminism and diva persona is the
acceptance of this reality and understanding that she can’t please or control everyone,
but she can choose how to respond.

SWIFT’S MASTER RECORDINGS
That’s exactly what Swift did when Scooter Braun’s Ithaca Holdings LLC acquired
Big Machine Label Group and its recorded music assets, including the master rights to
Swift’s first six albums, and then sold them all 17 months later to an investment fund for
over $300 million in June 2019 (Halperin 2020). Swift had already ended her recording
contract with Big Machine Records in 2018, and in a social media post, publicly stated
that she had been trying to buy her masters for years but could not come to an
agreement with Big Machine. She wrote that this was her “worst case scenario” and that
Braun was an “incessant, manipulative bully” in a clearly emotional statement about the
loss of any ownership over her masters (Halperin 2020). However, she didn’t own those
masters from the second she signed that record deal for her debut self-titled album and
subsequent albums included in the original contract. This is standard for any record deal
-- artist masters are owned by the record label -- while the composition remains with the
writers and publishers. This scenario itself isn’t out of the ordinary, but what is, is the
amount of attention Swift was able to draw to it and her stance that she was
purposefully excluded from the conversation regarding her master recordings. In other
words, it can appear that her life’s work was up for sale and came under new ownership
without her consent. She had no control over the sale, like any other artist would in this
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situation. However, her power and authority in popular culture gave her the platform to
tell the narrative in a way that benefits her -- and ultimately, it starts the conversation
around the inequity of most record deals, which should benefit all artists in the long run
(Algar 2021).
Luckily, her original record deal allows her to re-record all of the masters and
maintain the ownership of the new master recordings. After the original sale to Scooter
Braun, she publicly exclaimed that this was exactly what she intended to do (Halperin
2020). Swift’s advantage of re-recording her back catalog is that she is able to take
income from the buyer “by making sure that her new version, and not the ones
previously owned by her former label, are the ones played by fans” and used
commercially in advertisements, television shows, films, video games, etc.. This also
means the new company that owns her masters would still need clearance from each
track’s publisher in order to license any of the songs for commercial use (Halperin
2020). That publisher works on behalf of the writers, in this case, Swift. As Halperin
reports in her Variety article, Swift said “‘This just happened to me without my approval,
consultation or consent. After I was denied the chance to purchase my music outright,
my entire catalog was sold to Scooter Braun’s Ithaca Holdings in a deal that I’m told
was funded by the Soros family, 23 Capital, and Carlyle Group. Yet, to this day, none of
these investors have bothered to contact me or my team directly — to perform their due
diligence on their investment. On their investment in me. To ask how I might feel about
the new owner of my art, the music I wrote, the videos I created, photos of me, my
handwriting, my album designs. The fact is that private equity enabled this man to think,
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according to his own social media post, that he could ‘buy me.’ But I’m obviously not
going willingly” (Halperin 2020).
While the sale of her masters is completely normal within the commercialized
music industry, Swift raises an important point on who has power, ownership, and
decisions made around an artist’s work. Swift told Variety, “In 10 years it will have been
a good thing that I spoke about artists’ rights to their art, and that we bring up
conversations like: Should record deals maybe be for a shorter term, or how are we
really helping artists if we’re not giving them the first right of refusal to purchase their
work if they want to?” (Halperin 2020).
And she has a point, should they? Is she a diva for even considering such an
idea? This conversation that’s started and continued around the ownership of Swift’s
masters is an important one. It’s one that she can afford due to her power and privilege
within the music industry, not only because of her popular culture status, but also
because of her ethnic, racial, and class powers that work in her favor. As this opens
new discourse on the topic of ownership, it’s still apparent that this discourse is
centered within capitalism. While she’s a feminist in the fight against the patriarchal
structure of the industry, we still see her residing within the comfort of marketplace
feminism rather than radical intersectional feminism.
While Swift re-records her first six albums, she’s also taken the 2020 global
pandemic to release two new studio albums, folklore and evermore, both in
collaboration with Aaron Dessner from The National and Big Red Machine, Justin
Vernon of Bon Iver and Big Red Machine, and Jack Antonoff of fun., Bleachers, and
producer on previous Swift records. These records are the newest installment as she
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reinvents herself once again. Sonically, these albums resemble that of her earlier
records, though they’re more refined, and fall within the indie/folk genre. Interestingly,
when she began as a singer-songwriter she needed to promote herself as free from
collaboration in order to maintain her authority, authenticity, and authorship or the media
would criticize her; however, now, she’s praised for the collaboration evident on both of
these albums. In fact, collaboration has become an essential piece of her current
narrative, especially when Swift released folklore: the long pond studio sessions, a
filmed studio session with her and her collaborators, playing music, discussing the
albums, working together, their lives, etc. on Disney+. Similar to the 1989 voice memos,
Swift makes her process and work ethic public, controlling the narrative around the
collaborations of the records.
These sessions articulate her growth as an artist, both publicly and privately, and
demonstrate what the diva that is Swift really looks like. She’s an artist, she’s a feminist,
she’s a businesswoman, and she’s operating within a capitalist structure. She’s
multifaceted, and because of this, she’s a diva. She fights for her ownership,
representation, and identity against the American media and the patriarchy, and she
does this through the continuous cycle of death and rebirth as her identity in popular
culture is evermore. Her story has hit a level in pop culture that goes beyond selling the
product that is the music as Swift herself is the product. Her identity is the product. The
narrative and story she builds around her identity -- her brand -- is what sells that
product.
As Swift says in Miss Americana, “We do exist in this society where women in
entertainment are discarded in an elephant graveyard by the time they’re 35.
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Everyone’s a shiny new toy for like two years. The female artists that I know of have
reinvented themselves 20 times more than the male artist. They have to. Or else you’re
out of a job. Constantly having to reinvent. Constantly finding new facets of yourself that
people find to be shiny. Be new to us. Be young to us. But only in a new way, and only
the way we want, and reinvent yourself, but only in a way that we find to be equally
comforting, but also a challenge for you. Live out a narrative that we find interesting
enough to entertain us, but not so crazy that it makes us uncomfortable” (Wilson 2020).
As Swift is constantly redefining herself and becoming more accepting of who she is as
a feminist and activist, she’s becoming comfortable with the discomfort. She’s becoming
a diva.

***
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J.LO IS MORE THAN JENNY FROM THE BLOCK
On October 9, 1998, Entertainment Weekly’s cover story headlined “How To Be A
Diva! They’re Hot! They’re Sexy! They’re On Top! JENNIFER LOPEZ & Other Women
We’re A Little Afraid Of.” Alongside the story was a topless Lopez as the cover girl with
her backside facing the reader (Entertainment 1998). While Lopez’s face graced the
cover, other divas were mentioned as well via the words “including: Mariah, Madonna,
Gillian, Brandy, Whitney, Barbara, Celine, and more!” I’m sure each of their faces come
to mind as one reads only the first names of these iconic women in entertainment. It’s
around this time in 1998 that Lopez really began to gain traction within the American
media, and while this is merely one piece of text in the midst of the publicity that
followed her then, 1998 became a year that “focused on her prodigious backside and
her expressed satisfaction with it,” according to Mary C. Beltrán (Beltrán 2002). It’s at
this time when Lopez became a so-called crossover star, meaning Latinx film stars
became popular throughout the mainstream American media. Lopez is a Bronx-born
Puerto Rican dancer, actress, and pop star whose celebrity is an entanglement of her
talent and the media’s obsession with her body.
This chapter focuses on how the American media contributed to Lopez's
crossover appeal, making her one of the first Latina artists to appeal to the mass public
not only as a musician but also as an actress and filmmaker, and how Lopez’s ethnicity
has impacted her celebrity. I explore key moments in Lopez’s career that have created
the highly talented jack-of-all-trades star. While her career began in the world of dance,
she’s moved beyond that of a singular celebrity within a specific genre or art medium,
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and has developed into a multi-hyphenate creative that identifies as an actress,
executive producer, musician, entertainer, performer, businesswoman, activist, author,
mother, and more.
As her creative medium is ever evolving, her stardom -- and the narrative around
her stardom -- begins to transcend that of a specific industry until Lopez herself
becomes an identity, brand, and product. Whether the face of a film, an album, her own
line of perfume fragrances, a L’Oreal Campaign, an autobiography, the Superbowl
Halftime Show, or the performer at the 2020 United States Presidential Inauguration, the
one thing that’s constant with Lopez is her ability to incorporate her ethnic background
into the narrative she tells, and more importantly sell a narrative of authenticity. While
Lopez, similar to Swift and Beyoncé, has turned her celebrity into a highly commodified
form of feminism, it’s important to understand that the commodification of her identity
and authenticity has implications that go beyond Lopez as an individual, but begin to
have a further impact on the public understanding of Latinidad, which can have
unintended consequences.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF LATINIDAD
First, we must define Latinidad, as there are varying definitions that exist within
academia. As Jillian Báez notes in her work, “Latinidad (“Latinness”) has been theorized
in three ways within different disciplinary contexts” (Báez 2007). There’s the definition
provided by Felix Padilla’s “Latinismo,” which is used to describe ethnic groups that
form a “Latino ethnic consciousness” or strategic political alliance, and is based on his
research on Latinx relations in Chicago, primarily between Mexicans and Puerto Ricans
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(Padilla 1985, Báez 2007). Báez calls this form of Latinidad “political Latinidad.” Then
there’s the term “lived Latinidad” that Báez understands as “a process of identity-making
among Latina/os interacting with one another in everyday, local spaces” (Báez 2007).
Lastly, there’s the definition that aligns a bit more with this paper -- the
“commodified Latinidad” (Báez 2007). Media scholars tend to focus on this definition of
Latinidad as a way of explaining “how mass media industries, especially advertising,
construct a homogenous conceptualization of Latinidad, thus erasing the specific
histories and cultures of specific national groups within the panethnicity” (Báez 2007).
More specifically, advertisers in the 1980s and 1990s used this form of Latinidad to
create products and content that they were able to sell and market to the “so-called
increasingly powerful ‘Hispanic market’” (Dávila 2001, Báez 2007). Hollywood and the
music industry followed suit as evidenced by the “Latin music explosion” of the late
1990s, right as Lopez began to see a rise in celebrity and crossover appeal, and as one
could argue, turn herself into a commodity (Báez 2007). In this essay, I understand
commodified Latinidad in a similar way to marketplace feminism -- both are ways in
which the American mass media has appropriated the conceptual framework “to cash in
on the buying power” of a particular audience, be it women or Latinas/os (Báez 2007).
With marketplace feminism, it’s the buying power of the female consumer, and with
commodified Latinidad, it’s the buying power of the Latinx communities living in the
United States.
Here, I define Latinidad similarly to Valdivia (2003) and Báez (2007) which
identifies “Latina/os as a socially constructed group identity that demonstrates an
inherent ‘radical hybridity,’ in that it attempts to transgress traditional notion of both race
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and ethnicity, (along with other differences such as religion and language)” (Báez 2007).
The American media uses this same definition in order to create crossover appeal for
celebrities, such as Lopez, erasing the nuances of their ethnicity that are tied to a
specific country in order to generate mass appeal and create a homogenous Latinx
community that can be digested and understood by Western, and more specifically
white, audiences. To better understand Lopez’s relationship with these audiences and
her rise in celebrity status, I will return to Richard Dyer’s concept of star images (and
star texts, paratexts, etc.) as the “definer of power and identity for a society” (Dyer 1986,
Beltrán 2002). As noted by Beltrán, unlike white celebrities, “nonwhite stars have
particular salience in this regard, given that social and racial hierarchies are both
reflected in and reinforced by a nation’s system of stardom” (Beltrán 2002). Beltrán
continues to explain that, “the construction of Lopez’s stardom and apparent bicultural
appeal to both Latino and non-Latino audiences,” creates a scholarly dynamic to further
understand, “media’s construction of Latino crossover celebrity and of the social climate
of the star system in general with respect to racial and social hegemony” (Beltrán 2002).

J.LO’S BOOTY AND POP CULTURE’S OBSESSION
As we consider the capitalist framework the media operates within and the
media’s obsession with buying power, and in Lopez’s case, the media’s desire to
expand on the buying power of white audiences and crossover to appeal to Latinx
audiences, it becomes important to understand how Lopez’s body plays a role in this
crossover appeal. As mentioned earlier, in 1998, the American media had what
appeared to be an obsession with Lopez’s backside. As Beltrán points out, London’s
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Sunday Times praised “Jennifer Lopez’s bottom, her backside, her butt, her rear, her
rump, her posterior, her gorgeously proud buttocks, her truly magnificent, outstanding
booty” (Goodwin 1998, Beltrán 2002), while other publications relayed the same
message (i.e. Entertainment Weekly’s cover story), and so did late night television such
as The Late Show with Jay Leno, who discussed Lopez’s backside with her at length, or
Saturday Night Live’s skit with that night’s host Lucy Lawless as she “portrayed [Lopez]
with a gargantuan rear end and ego” in an October 1998 episode (Beltrán 2002).
There’s no doubt that Lopez’s bottom played a role in her star image and arguably her
crossover appeal.
At the start of Lopez’s stardom, white American cultural beauty standards for
celebrities played to the trope that women should be model thin, as Linda Delgado and
Beltrán remind us (Delgado 1992, Beltrán 2002). They continue to note that in Latinx
communities, cultural beauty standards differed and women were considered more
beautiful when they were not model thin, but rather had some weight, which culturally
connotes “health, inner peace, and success” (Beltrán 2002). As Latinx audiences saw
Lopez rise in fame and witness a short, curvy, Puerto Rican woman claim her beauty
and power while, “unashamedly display[ing] her well-endowed posterior during this time
period,” Lopez’s embrace of the conversation around her backside became somewhat
of a “revolutionary act with respect to Anglo beauty ideals generally reflected and
perpetuated through media images” (Beltrán 2002). Through the American media’s
coverage of Lopez’s backside and her embrace of this narrative, using her body as a
key element to her celebrity identity, it’s essential to understand how Lopez’s body is not
only at the core of her identity, but also how the media’s fixation on her body has led to
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further crossover stardom and ultimately the commodification of her as a cultural
product.
To better understand this, we must define what exactly a crossover star is.
According to Christine Gledhill and celebrity studies scholars, a crossover star is
typically a “film actor that becomes the object of public fascination to the extent that their
off-screen lifestyles and personalities equal or surpass acting ability in importance”
(Gledhill 1991, Beltrán 2002). Essentially, crossover can be simplistically defined as the
process of a celebrity becoming popular with new audiences, and in the American
media it is often used to refer to “non-white performers who success in becoming
popular with white audiences," as is the definition used here (Beltrán 2002).
Lopez’s stardom began to cross ethnic boundaries when she first appeared as a
Flygirl on In Living Color, the Afrocentric hit comedy series of the early 1990s. While a
dancer on the show, her audience broadened beyond the Latinx community, and
Lopez’s identity as a Bronx-born and raised artist became the center of her narrative,
while her Puerto Rican identity was not at the forefront of her public narrative as
depicted by the media, nor the narrative that Lopez often told. She was on the show
until 1993 before beginning to secure roles in other films and television series. In 1997,
Lopez starred as Selena Quintanilla Perez, the Tejano superstar in the film Selena (Dir.
Gregory Nava, 1997), as well as a documentary film director Terri Flores in the film
Anaconda (Dir. Luis Llosa, 1997). These roles helped Lopez, “prove her bankability in a
crossover role in an A-list film and became the first Latina to earn over a million dollars
with her reported $2 million salary” (Bardin 1998, Beltrán 2002).
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Her role as Selena was pivotal in her shift in identity as a Latina artist, as she had
to “convince Latino audiences that she, as a Puerto Rican, could (literally) embody the
role of Mexican-American [superstar] Selena” (Beltrán 2002). This convincing of Lopez’s
Latinidad, was primarily body-focused, as she continuously explained to both
Spanish-language and English-language media that her posterior was authentic, it
wasn’t padded, and she was indeed able to become the bottom-heavy singer that was
Selena because she, herself, is Latina. This is a powerful moment in Lopez’s celebrity
narrative, as her ownership of her backside and her willingness to engage in extensive
conversation about it, even without prompting, led to the media construction -- but also
possibly Lopez’s construction -- of a star image based in sex appeal (Beltrán 2002).
Yet after the success of the film Selena, Lopez paused her film career in order to
pursue music and record her first studio album. While doing so, she began a
relationship with Sean ‘Puffy’ Combs of hip-hop stardom. Together, they created
“rap-Latino dominance in the American pop charts, of conspicuous consumption, of
pushing boundaries of public sexuality… and of music artists no longer being simply
entertainers but marketing brands” (Donegan 2003). At this time, Lopez was no longer
Jennifer Lopez, actress. She became “bootylicious J-Lo the actress, musician, the
perfume, the clothes label, the handbag” and more which not only fueled her crossover
stardom, but began the murmuring of her divadom throughout the American media
consciousness (Donegan 2003).
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CROSSOVER SUCCESS
This narrative around Lopez is fundamental to her crossover success, and we
must recognize the white gaze’s relationship to this crossover stardom. As many
scholars have noted, such as bell hooks, Beltrán, and others, “the skewed power
relations at play in both nonwhite media representations and white reception to those
images” is essential to understanding crossover reception in the U.S. (Beltrán 2002).
This reception is skewed towards the white gaze, which, taken from Laura Mulvey’s
notion of the male gaze, describes the “power of whites to control or contain
constructions of nonwhite ethnicity in U.S. popular culture” (Beltrán 2002). This directly
relates to the exoticization of the “other” in the American media. Lopez is depicted as
the other through the media’s fixation on her body and her “otherness” to the white
female celebrities of Hollywood.
I’d be remiss here if I didn’t mention the parallels this constructed narrative has to
that of Sartje Bartmann, South Africa Khoikhoi woman named the “Hottentot Venus”
who had a large backside. During the 19th century, Bartmann was caged and exhibited
across Europe as a “scientific specimen," specifically to display the hypersexual Black
female. While this “serves as an extreme illustration of this colonizing dynamic” of
otherness, specifically in terms of the body, this image does remind us of the image of
Lopez in the Entertainment Weekly centerfold and cover photos mentioned earlier
(Beltrán 2002). As Beltrán notes, “there is a fine line between crossover success and
exploitation that only serves to reinforce racial hegemony” (Beltrán 2002).
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Fig. 8 & 9 - The cover and centerfold of the Entertainment Weekly’s October 9, 1998 issue, featuring
Jennifer Lopez (Entertainment 1998).

As Dryer and hooks have presented in their work on crossover stardom, I agree
that this crossover success includes elements of commodification. In Lopez’s case, her
body acts as a source of this commodification in order to achieve her desired celebrity
narrative. It’s important though that we not see Lopez as “another victim constructed in
a still-racist society as an ethnic sexual object (although there are no doubt elements of
this dynamic in the representations of Lopez), but as empowered and empowering
through asserting qualities such as intelligence, assertiveness, and power -- while also
proudly displaying her non-normative body and declaring it beautiful” (Beltrán 2002). It’s
these traits, however, that lend to her diva narrative.
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DIVA CRITICISM AND CONSTRUCTION
Alongside the visual rhetoric of her body, Lopez was also quoted around this time
criticizing other A-list celebrities, which then started to shift the American media’s
perception of Lopez as an outspoken diva. During this rise in fame, she released her
first studio album On the 6 in 1999, which included hits “Waiting for Tonight,” “Let’s Get
Loud,” “If You Had My Love,” and others. This debut as a singer and video artist in
conjunction with her stardom as a film actress created Lopez’s star image as an
“outspoken, sexy, and confident vamp solidified, with the focus on Lopez’s body very
much a part of this construction” (Beltrán 2002). We can understand this as an intimate
tie between her body and her divadom, as it became the American media’s construction
of Lopez’s visual narrative. Yet while she embraces this identity to an extent, she
dismisses this notion of being a diva, saying she was unfairly labeled this way because
“I was Latin, and I was a woman” (Singh 2019). I’d add to this statement that Lopez was
also a powerful, smart businesswoman.
In 2001, Lopez and her manager Benny Medina founded Nuyorican Productions,
a production company that has produced films such as El Cantante (2006), Bordertown
(2007), Hustlers (2019), and more alongside television series South Beach (2006),
DanceLife (2007), The Fosters (2013-2018), Shades of Blue (2016-2018), Good Trouble
(2019-2021), and others. While Lopez is co-founder of the company, she’s not only
produced all of the releases, but has also starred in many of them. This company has
allowed her to not only tell the Latinx narrative more widely to audiences, but it has also
provided her control over this narrative and an outlet to explore her own identity and
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how she’s represented within the entertainment industry. It has given her agency over
her career in a way that she may have otherwise not been able to have due to the
limited roles Hollywood offered Latina women in the early 2000s. At the turn of the
century, and arguably still today, representations of Latinas in cinema have been
infrequent and stereotypical, “limiting them to roles such as the spitfire, the clown, and
the dark lady” (Ramírez Berg 2002, Báez (2007). Lopez’s ability to create a production
company that tells seemingly authentic Latinidad stories (e.g. Bordertown (2006), El
Cantante (2006)) through diverse and more representative roles is uniquely tied to her
personal representation and identity narrative within popular culture.
This shift in narrative didn’t happen overnight. Lopez still starred in her share of
more stereotypical Latina roles, such as in Blood and Wine (dir. Bob Rafelson 1996),
Angel Eyes (dir. Madnoki 2001), and Maid in Manhattan (dir. Wayne Wang 2002). While
her identity was evolving within the film industry at this time, she was also continuing to
build her platform and position in popular culture through the music industry. In 2001,
Lopez reached international fame as the pop star known as ‘J.Lo’, “her self-styled
moniker, and the title of her second studio album” (Macrossan, 2021). Arguably,
creating a nickname of sorts for herself likely contributed to the media’s construction of
her divadom.
It’s at this same time that Lopez made history when she became the first actress
to have a movie (The Wedding Planner) and album (J.Lo) top their respective charts
within the same week -- an album debut at number one on the Billboard 200 and the
film topped at the box office (Tyrangiel 2005, Vesey 2015, Macrossan 2021). The
following year, Lopez released her third studio album This Is Me… Then (2002), which
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kicked off the campaign with the lead single “Jenny from the Block.” At this moment, we
very clearly see how Lopez blatantly attempts to downplay her wealth and celebrity in
order to reclaim her urban origins and tell a narrative that makes her appear relatable,
yet still, she neglects to incorporate her ethnic identity into this narrative. During this
period, Lopez’s star narrative shows that her music career represented one identity of
Lopez, while her film career represented another. In this sense, her music and dance
career were visually and aesthetically heavily influenced by her Bronx, NY upbringing,
while her film identity appears to be heavily represented by her Puerto Rican, and more
broadly, Latinidad identity. She molds these two representations of herself later in her
career as she begins to musically lean further into the Latin Pop genre, and eventually
releases her first Spanish-language album Como Ama Una Mujer (2007). While Lopez
appears to have always embraced her Puerto Rican heritage and identity, it’s at this
time that Lopez began to more publicly discuss this identity through a commodified
Latinidad lens.
In the early aughts, Lopez’s personal and public image became so intertwined
that while she continued to create music and films while holding onto her stardom in
popular culture, the media began to focus on her relationships (similar to Swift),
particularly her relationship with Ben Affleck, which led to the tabloid depiction of her as
a demanding diva. She was deemed “the most vilified woman in modern popular
culture” by The Guardian in a 2003 article (Donegan 2003). Listed as some of the traits
that make her a diva, which were originally listed in a Daily Mail profile on Lopez,
include, “her coffee be stirred anti-clockwise, that hotel staff do not talk to her, that her
bodyguards be allowed to search restaurants before she sits down to eat, that Madame
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Tussaud’s shave 10lbs off her waxwork’s backside, that Affleck give her $5 million if he
should ever have an affair…” and that “when she is not regally ordering minions around,
Lopez is being attended to by her two personal eyebrow sharpeners, her $3500-a-day
hairdresser, and her entourage of ten (sometimes twenty, sometimes thirty) flunkies”
(Donegan 2003). The politics around her identity and the loss of control over her
narrative began to have a negative impact on her sense of self as evident in the
success (or lack thereof) of the films and albums she released then. Lopez has said of
this time, which appears to be prompted by her split with Affleck, “I was eviscerated. I
lost my sense of self, questioned if I belonged in this business, thought maybe I did
suck at everything. And my relationship [with Affleck] self-destructed in front of the
entire world. It was a two-year thing for me until I picked myself up again” (Mclean
2017).

IN SEARCH OF A NEW NARRATIVE
Understandably so, she started to search for a new narrative to tell. She
launched her second fashion line, Sweetface, starred alongside Jane Fonda in
Monster-in-Law (dir. Robert Luketic 2005), and released her fourth studio album Rebirth
(Freeman 2005). She also married her previous collaborator and friend Marc Anthony,
who is also an American of Puerto Rican descent, whom she later divorced in 2014
(Lopez 2014). While it appears she was trying to regain control of the narrative the
American media had so desperately been selling -- that of her being a diva -- she’s said,
“I was a little bit lost, trying to get my footing in a new life. That’s how I remember the
time” (Van Meter 2012). This connection with Anthony is an interesting one, as it not
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only begins to create the image of a wife rather than party girl, but it also reconnects her
to her Puerto Rican heritage as she seemingly chooses to partner with another Puerto
Rican celebrity. A few years later in 2008, Lopez and Anthony had twins, which
reframed Lopez’s star image in the American media as a mother. After years of
coverage in the media so focused on her body and her diva persona, becoming a mom
in front of the world became an opportunity to rewrite and regain control of her narrative.
In her autobiography, Lopez recalls a moment when she walks on stage, six months
pregnant to sing with her then husband Anthony. She says,

“As I walked out onstage, the first thing you saw was a gigantic belly draped in a
white Versace dress, and people started clapping. They liked this Jennifer -- the
married woman, pregnant with twins, all safe and nice, rather than the wild
Jennifer, running around in clubs. It’s funny -- when you’re single and out there
doing your thing, people feel okay making you a target. But when you’re
somebody’s wife, somebody’s mom, then they back off a little bit on criticizing
you. It was new for me and it was nice” (Lopez 2014).

After taking some time to be a mother and going through a separation and
eventual divorce with Anthony, Lopez reappeared in front of audiences on the U.S.
television series American Idol as a judge in 2011. The show became a turning point for
her public identity and provided her an opportunity to tell a humanizing narrative often
overlooked by the American media previously in her career. Hannah Elliott described it
as a “remarkable comeback” in Forbes magazine, saying “viewers who knew only an
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attention-grabbing siren met a hardworking, self-made, empathetic single mother, who
got emotional when contestants did well and when they failed” (Elliott 2012). Here, we
see marketplace feminism in full effect as Lopez uses her position on the show to tell a
narrative that is then commodified and becomes profitable through increased
viewership. She capitalizes on this depiction of motherhood and femininity.
Similarly, Beyoncé does this when her daughter Blue Ivy is not only featured on a
recording of her album, but also visually in her music videos. While both Lopez and
Beyoncé have used their motherhood to their advantage, I wonder how this might be
portrayed should Swift become a mother. It’s difficult to imagine that motherhood would
be portrayed or understood in a similar way from Swift’s fans, and begs the question, is
motherhood a domesticating force for some divas while an enfeebling force for others?
As Lopez worked to create a new public narrative, she had the help and support
of her manager, Benny Medina, who had previously parted ways with her years before
but returned to “endorse the American Idol gambit, spearhead a move to Island Def Jam
Records, and help engineer her new role as the face of L’Oréal, in addition to the other
endorsement deals” (Elliott 2012). These opportunities led further to the ability to
capitalize on an identity narrative Lopez wanted to tell as well as commodify. As
marketing agency Hollywood Branded Chief Executive of Entertainment Stacy Jones
said of Lopez at the time, “she appeals to such a wide demographic, almost every age
range” (Elliott 2012). To capitalize on this newfound support for her public persona,
Lopez’s production company premiered a Spanish-language talent competition, Q’Viva!
The Chosen on Univision, and launched into her first world tour after 13 years of being a
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pop star and never touring. This tour, dubbed the Dance Again Tour, is the center of her
soon to follow autobiography.
Of these new opportunities, each provided Lopez with a different angle to portray
and shape her identity to public audiences. About American Idol, Lopez said in her
autobiography, “the truth about reality TV is that you can’t hide who you are. When
you’re sitting up there on a panel and reacting to performers you see in front of you, the
camera catches everything… When people started watching that season of American
Idol, they were seeing something they weren’t expecting to see. People were looking for
a diva, but they found the mama instead” (Lopez 2014). She continued on to say “Idol
was like a reinvention, a reintroduction into the public eye for me. I was finding my own
voice, my own power again -- I had something to say and people were listening. It was
the first time in a long time that I felt good about just being me” (Lopez 2014).
As she began telling this story of authenticity through American Idol, she
translated that authenticity across the Dance Again Tour, which featured intimate family
photos of her children during the song “Until It Beats No More” and included
choreography that told the story of her previous public and tumultuous relationships,
such as for the song “Que Hiciste." She further told the narrative of authenticity through
the release of her 2014 autobiography True Love, which became a New York Times
best seller. While the autobiography uses the Dance Again Tour as the foundation to tell
her story, the private and personal discussion Lopez has with the reader creates an
intimate experience of understanding of Lopez’s public identity struggle as she worked
to shed the diva identity and reestablish her persona as an authentic Puerto Rican. One
campaign in particular that helped her achieve this goal is her 2014 L’Oréal campaign.
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A NEW TAGLINE: 100% PUERTO RICAN
In 2014, The L’Oréal Group launched the “True Match” marketing campaign for
their new makeup foundation of the same name. Three celebrities became the original
faces of the campaign, including Beyoncé, Aimee Mullins, and Lopez. The approach of
this advertising campaign was to market authenticity and present consumers with the
ethnic background of each celebrity. As Carmen R. Lugo-Lugo explains, “this was
accomplished by placing their corresponding ethnicity or ethnicities of each celebrity on
the bottom left corner of the television screen and the bottom right corner of the print
advertisement” (Lugo-Lugo 2015). Beyoncé was described as African American, Native
American, and French; Mullins as Irish, Austrian, and Italian; and Lopez as “100%
Puerto Rican” (Lugo-Lugo 2015). Interestingly, the marketing strategy of this campaign
chose to “highlight the ethnic instead of racial background of these celebrities,” yet also
has these celebrities, “from three distinctly racialized backgrounds, and according to the
very commercials, from multiple and seemingly mutually exclusive ethnic backgrounds,”
use the same narrative (Lugo-Lugo 2015).
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Fig 10 & 11 - Advertisements from the 2014 The L’Oréal Group “True Match” marketing campaign,
featuring Jennifer Lopez.

As Lugo-Lugo notes, “the dissonance between the narrative and the labeling of
the celebrities seems strategic, for it reflects a common misunderstanding among
Americans that race and ethnicity are synonyms, and both based on biology”
(Lugo-Lugo 2015). In Lopez’s case, it becomes interesting that the campaign
specifically juxtaposes “Puerto Ricannes (a decidedly racialized ethnicity) to Whiteness
and Blackness” (Lugo-Lugo 2015). Here we assume that these labels are not solely
dictated by L’Oréal and there is some form of self-identification for each celebrity here.
Still, Lopez could have identified herself as 100% Latina, but chose 100% Puerto Rican.
Lugo-Lugo acknowledges that “perhaps even the L’Oréal Group understands that being
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Latina is not an ethnicity anchored in a tangible culture and/or place, as is the case for
the other ethnicities featured in the commercials'' (Lugo-Lugo 2015). Ultimately, this
campaign produces these identities through notions of authenticity, marketing, and
media. Lugo-Lugo makes it clear in his analysis of this campaign that this is “the only
campaign where Lopez’s ethnic background is made explicit, and the only campaign
where purity and authenticity are invoked, by way of an ethnic label” (Lugo-Lugo 2015).
Through this campaign, Lopez commercially uses her ethnic identity, returning to the
narrative of commodified Latinidad. Lopez’s identity becomes an element of
performativity.
As Christopher Bracey argues, “a person who wishes to authenticate his own
race seeks to demonstrate racial salience through performance of racialized identity”
(Bracey 2011). For Lopez, “a performance of racialized identity” becomes a way for her
to claim truth about her identity and claim authenticity. In this case, “Lopez’s
performance as a celebrity becomes a performance about her Puerto Ricanness, and
her body, the means through which both identities merge, becomes the truth that sells
the product” (Lugo-Lugo 2015). While we watch this public performance, Lugo-Lugo
reminds us that “J.Lo ‘emerged’ in a society that sought to glorify and exotcize the
Latino/a celebrities, while hanging on to a long history of exploiting and denouncing
Latinos/as… [and] although they may be glorified by the mainstream culture, they have
also become, ‘visual embodiments of the colonial conditions and historical experiences
of second-generation U.S. Latinas who have been public objects of racial sexualization’”
(Aparicio 2003, Lugo-Lugo 2015). Lopez is no exception, as evident by the earlier
discussion on her body and the American media’s fixation on her backside, particularly
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in that late 1990’s. However, Lopez uses her body to perform authenticity. Isabel
Molina-Guzmán explains that “Lopez uses her body as empirical, irrefutable evidence of
her Puerto Rican identity, her authentic self as a real Puerto Rican” (Molina Guzmán
2010, Lugo-Lugo 2015). While Lopez aims to reinvent her career as she is
re-established in media discourse at this time, she is actually returning to an original
narrative she told at the start of her celebrity -- she’s turning her Latinidad into a
marketable commodity (Valdivia 2010, Lugo-Lugo 2015). Similarly, she’s participating in
marketplace feminism to create an identity performance that not only centers her ethnic
identity, but also her femininity in her cultural production of authenticity.

A GLOBAL ADVOCATE FOR GIRLS AND WOMEN
Soon after this campaign and Lopez’s reinvention, the United Nations Foundation
announced Lopez as the first-ever Global Advocate for Girls and Women at the UN
Foundation (Rabbitt 2015). In a press release distributed by the UN Foundation, they
said that, “In this new role, Lopez will help to amplify the call for action to address the
needs and rights of girls and women around the world” (Rabbitt 2015). Lopez is quoted
saying that, “Becoming a mother has made me more aware of the struggles of women
and children throughout the world. While some progress has been made, there is still a
lot more work that needs to be done for gender equality and universal access to medical
care. I am happy to be joining the UN Foundation and eager to lend my voice and
ensure that all girls and women are safe, healthy, educated and empowered” (Rabbitt
2015). Through this public recognition of her motherhood, her feminism, and her
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advocacy, Lopez continues to perform authenticity to distance herself from the old
narrative of diva and, instead, create a new narrative of feminism.
In recent years, Lopez has outwardly expressed her feminism through her work
as a way of maintaining control of her public identity and preventing the American
media’s reinstatement of her divadom. Through her film work, she’s taken the role of
more complex female characters, such as Maya in Second Act (dir. Peter Segal, 2018),
a woman in her forties who successfully pursues a second chance at a corporate
career, or as Romona in Hustlers (dir. Lorene Scafaria, 2019), the whip smart ringleader
of a group of New York City strippers who begin to steal money and drug Wall Street
elites. Not only has she acted in these recent strong-female lead focused films, but she
has produced both of them as well through her production company Nuyorican
Productions. Of these recent projects, Hustlers, in particular, has resurrected Lopez’s
acting career and became her highest opening weekend at the box office, grossing
$33.2 million (Yang 2019, Sharf 2019, Mendelson 2019). Ironically, her role in Hustlers
also depicts that of an aging diva, an identity she rejected throughout most of her youth,
yet purposefully revisits through her character. Lopez’s public identity, and specifically
her identity in film is making a real comeback with headlines such as “J.Lo makes a
commanding comeback in the sexually charged caper flick ‘Hustlers’” or “Hustlers:
Jennifer Lopez Poised for Major Box Office Comeback” (McClintock 2019, Hornaday
2019).
In addition to this box office hit, Lopez co-headlined the 2020 Super Bowl LIV
halftime show alongside Shakira where they made it a priority to incorporate their Latina
identities throughout the performance (Yang 2020). While this moment was exceptional
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for Latinx communities as the women’s ethnic identities were highlighted in a
mainstream televised American sporting event, it did call into question for some the
purpose of the commodified Latinidad and commodified feminism performed on the
stage. How much of this was genuine or authentic, and how much of it was about optics
in the time of a Trump presidency and heightened anti-immigration rhetoric amongst the
far-right conservative political groups? Either way, the performance Shakira and Lopez
created was impactful and important to the cultural production of both their images as
well as the production of Latinx identities in the U.S. The stance and statements made
through this performance were necessary, even if they were created and disseminated
through capitalist dynamics of the media.
Another noteworthy performance of recent is Lopez’s participation at the 2021
inauguration of President Joe Biden, singing renditions of “This Land Is Your Land” and
“America the Beautiful," while also reciting the last phrase of the Pledge of Allegiance in
Spanish (Gold 2021, Melas 2021). While a highly televised, and likely profitable event
(consider not only the mass attention from a live audience, but also that of a televised
audience that’s fed commercials throughout), Lopez took an active role to engage the
Latinx community, specifically the American Latinx community, by embracing her Puerto
Rican identity and incorporating the Spanish language into an essential moment in the
governing of the U.S. While subtle, this performance created a message of support and
acknowledgment to all those that have immigrated to the U.S. and have faced bigotry
and fear under the previous U.S. administration. While this identity performance is a
minor form of action in the grand notion of activism, it is key to the awareness building
and acceptance of Lopez for her own Latinx identity as well as for other Americans to
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see someone of Lopez’s notoriety claiming that identity on a national level at such an
important event in American democracy.
Through the commodification of her Puerto Rican and feminist identities, Lopez
has created a persona that the American media and the public often perceive as a diva.
It’s this commodified Latinidad and marketplace feminism that she participates in that
lends to this narrative, as her authenticity becomes performative. It’s this performance
that is so intrinsically linked to the idea of being a diva. Similar to Swift and Beyoncé,
Lopez’s identity is the product that moves through and capitalizes on pop culture. It’s the
cultural production of this identity, this brand, that lends to Lopez’s divadom. Lopez is
constantly reinventing herself in order to maintain relevance in American popular
culture. By reinventing herself and finding new uses for her body and talents, she is also
reinventing Latinidad, as her ethnic background is inherent to her identity politics. Since
her initial crossover stardom, Lopez has constantly redefined what it means to be Latina
in America, what it means to be Puerto Rican in America, and what it means to be a
woman in America. She intertwines the three identities to create a singular narrative that
is Jennifer Lopez, a narrative that not only benefits her career and cultural production,
but also challenges the public discourse around what it means to be a Latina celebrity in
America working within a colonial and capitalist framework that has informed what is
acceptable of this celebrity identity. She’s using her power, her divadom -- whether she
wants to identify as a diva or not -- to break through this framework and to create a path
for future Latinas in the entertainment industry.

***
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CONCLUSION
Throughout these case studies, Beyoncé, Swift, and Lopez operate as potential
blueprints for most women celebrities in popular culture today. The three women
explored in this paper each have their own individual approach to their careers, varying
ethnic and racial backgrounds, varying ages, and arguably, different genres of music
and cultural production in general. Despite all of these differences, they are all subject
to similar criticism and rhetoric of the diva. It becomes apparent that being a diva
appears to stem from the performance of authenticity, the constant attempt to appear
real and authentic to popular culture audiences and the American media.
Additionally, while looking forward, it’s important to note that the very category of
“woman” is changing. That category currently operates within a binary, and if that
category begins to dismantle as we become a more just and progressive society, does
the diva go away? Does the diva simply cease to exist? Considering Judith Butler’s
Gender Trouble, how are we as a society defining gender, and will diva become an
archaic term and stereotype as gender potentially becomes an archaic category? Or
does diva maintain itself as a form of performative identity? Does the visual rhetoric of
this category remain whether or not gender is still a construct, and what does a gender
non-conforming diva look like? Is there a gender non-conforming diva within popular
culture? This thinking leads to further discussion in queer theory, and ultimately,
discourse about what happens if gender is widely accepted as no longer binary.
Marketplace feminism and capitalism are reliant on and reinforce these categories,
making it apparent that in today’s popular culture they are inescapable.
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So what are the alternatives to divas? I’m frustrated by the options that appear to
be available to women in the music industry and want to explore what it looks like for
women to be able to reach a level of stardom in which they can tell and control their
own narratives without mass criticism from the American media. Ultimately, what does
authenticity look like beyond commodification? It’s possible this is too utopian, and
authenticity is always performative in public contexts. However, I wonder, is there or can
there be a space in the music industry where there is radical intersectional feminism,
where race and ethnicity are not complicating factors in the same way, but
complementing rather than exploitative?
Yes, we could argue that punk and riot grrrl might be the only anti-commodity
genre that this could possibly happen in. But punk itself has its own power dynamics
and issues around gender and race. If a diva did arise in punk music, would this
become a catch 22? If a musician becomes popular enough, and an artist that operates
within an anti-capitalist structure starts to hit some form of stardom, does their narrative
automatically default back into a capitalist framework?
Interestingly, there is one celebrity in particular that appears to have defied the
negative stereotype and connotations of the diva, a woman who appears to be a
successful diva, one that has broken the diva glass ceiling, Dolly Parton. Parton’s visual
rhetoric of the diva is unmistakable as she presents herself as an over-the-top, highly
caricatured diva persona, yet she manages to be loved for her divadom rather than
vilified, the way other celebrities have been, such as those discussed in this paper as
well as others like Barbara Streisand, Aretha Franklin, Mariah Carey, etc.
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When considering Parton and her reception in popular culture, it becomes clear
that she has embraced her divadom in a way that Beyoncé, Swift, and Lopez have not.
There may be a few reasons why Parton has withstood the negative connotations of this
visual rhetoric. First, her sense of security is heavily rooted in her story and narrative of
her upbringing, and second her relationship status has never really been a defining
element to her narrative. Media and popular culture have constantly focused on the
relationships and sexual prowess of the three celebrities analyzed in this paper, while
that conversation seems to be irrelevant for Parton. Parton met her husband at 18 and
since then, he has primarily stayed out of the spotlight (Lakritz 2021). Whenever Parton
is asked about him and whether or not he’s a real person or if he exists, she has often
brushed off the jokes rather than dwelled on the question or conversation. Yet, with
Beyoncé, Swift and Lopez, each of their romantic relationships have at some point or
another become a focal point in their star texts, and at some moments, it’s the
relationships that have become their main narratives in popular culture.
Another element of Parton’s persona that differs from Beyoncé, Swift, and Lopez,
is that her divadom is simply a performance and it’s a performance she acknowledges.
She is self-aware of this character she has created. In interviews, such as one in 1977
with Barbara Walters, Parton has often claimed that she is “real," yet at the same time,
she says that her presentation of herself is “certainly a choice” (Walters 1977). In the
Walters interview, Parton says, “I just decided that I would do something that would at
least get the attention, once they got past the shock of the ridiculous way I looked, then
they would see there were parts of me to be appreciated. I’m very real where it counts,
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and that’s what’s inside… I just chose to do this. Show business is a money making joke
and I’ve just always liked telling jokes” (Walters 1977).
Parton understands the music and entertainment industry to be a commercialized
joke, and she’s here to give people a laugh. She’s here to perform. Her divadom is
merely a performance. She’s created a persona, a character, that she does not deviate
from. It’s performative, and she does not pretend to be real and authentic other than as
the character she’s created. As the public, we aren’t privy to information such as who
her husband is, what she might look like without the wig, without the outfits, without her
diva persona. We’re aware of her small-town girl roots and backstory, that she comes
from poverty, that she’s a Southern girl at heart, and all of that might be authentic to who
she is, but it’s ultimately part of the package of Dolly Parton, the character. She’s
designed a character that’s safe to white America, an “American” narrative that doesn’t
address race, ethnicity, or millennialism as complicating factors that could make her less
palatable in popular culture. She’s created this character, and while audiences see that
character as real, it’s essential to understand that this character may not be the
authentic her.
A major difference between Beyoncé, Swift, and Lopez is that each of them are
highly invested in people seeing them as authentic rather than performing authenticity.
Whether appearing as an authentic Latina, an authentic empowered Black woman, an
authentic singer-songwriter, an authentic business woman, these three women have
strived to control their narratives around authenticity in a way that Parton does not.
Somehow, it’s this claim to that kind of authenticity that seems to generate this negative
connotation around “diva." Whereas Parton is clearly a diva, but to her, it’s a joke, it’s a
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performance. As she subtly notes in the Walters interview, it’s all business, her
character is a business. There’s nothing about her that feels real, because if she wanted
to perform a different character, then she would simply change her character. If it’s not
real, then it’s non-threatening. The market, and capitalism, seemingly prefer women to
be non-threatening.
Interestingly, Parton comes from the country music genre, a genre that as
mentioned previously is so reliant on the appearance of authentic storytelling, yet
Parton herself acknowledges her lack of authenticity. For example, Parton has
described her song “Jolene” as a track that’s based on a joke with her husband and it
isn’t nearly as dark as it appears lyrically (Lakritz 2021). In addition, Parton helped fund
a COVID-19 vaccine, and the country music industry, which includes a lot of
anti-vaccination sentiment, did not cancel her or politicize her the way they have
previous music artists (e.g. The Chicks and their criticism of the Iraq War). Parton
appears to be immune to criticism, and I think it’s because of this impenetrable
character she’s created.
This leads to yet another question, why is it that when a woman embraces her
race, her ethnicity, her youth, and tries to understand herself as a feminist -- embraces
elements and characteristics that create an authetnic, or real self -- that diva then
becomes a dirty word? It’s at this moment, when women aim to claim ownership of their
work, present authenticity, and control their narrative and how they’re represented that
women then get dragged by the media in popular culture.
Generationally, Parton is the oldest of the women discussed in this paper. She
comes from a more traditional music industry, where fighting against the diva label may
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not be as important to her because it’s simply a standard narrative of entertainment and
it’s part of the business. Parton is also of a generation where the word “feminist” is still
considered obscene and equates to the notion of being a manhater. In an industry
dominated by men, that’s certainly the last thing a woman wants to be, so she may have
felt it was best to distance herself from that notion and create this character that tells the
perfect narrative and visual rhetoric of an over-the-top, almost grotesque, femininity. It’s
worth noting that Parton did portray seemingly feminist roles in film, specifically her
starring role of Doralee Rhodes in the 1980 film 9 to 5, where she also recorded and
performed the theme song, but this is still a role she depicted. The character of Dolly
Parton still continued to distance herself from the terminology and association to any
form of feminism at the time.
As her celebrity character distances herself from feminism, Parton allows herself
to be whatever she wants to be outside of that character, despite her constantly telling
people she’s “real." She didn’t participate in marketplace feminism, as it wasn’t really a
business strategy of her generation and the hesitancy to associate herself with the word
“feminist” is a fascinating one, despite her being a feminist icon to many (e.g. 9 to 5). In
fact, Parton didn’t really acknowledge her feminism until 2020 and generally stays away
from politics. As noted in an InStyle article, “Longtime fans of Dolly Parton know that
she's been staunchly apolitical, something that she addressed in the podcast Dolly
Parton's America, where host Jad Abumrad explained her unique brand of nonpartisan
politics and even called it ‘Dollitics’” (Luu 2020). However, she did eventually claim the
term feminist in TIME magazine’s Time 100 Talks: Finding Hope event where Parton
said “I suppose I am a feminist if I believe that women should be able to do anything
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they want to. And when I say a feminist, I just mean I don’t have to, for myself, get out
and carry signs ... I just really feel I can live my femininity and actually show that you
can be a woman and you can still do whatever you want to do" (Luu 2020).
As Parton is from a previous generation of women in music, she operated within
the music industry in a very different way than Beyoncé, Swift, and Lopez. Because of
this, she managed to operate within a way that her divadom isn’t threatening and it’s not
a negative characteristic to her stardom. Her white privilege is no doubt an element to
this, yet so is her age. The age of each of these women is a contributing factor to how
they each respond to their feminism, and their need to have control over how they are
represented as women in the music industry.
Ironically, we may look at Parton as this kind of alternative diva -- one that broke
the glass ceiling -- but in some ways, she may just be passively operating in traditional
notions of being a woman in music, and because she is staying within these constructs
of gender through the performance of diva, it’s accepted without the negative
connotation the others receive. Is she in fact posing an alternative or is she just not
fighting it? And is it because she’s not fighting this diva representation that it isn’t used
against her? It begs the question, if Parton is able to successfully sell authenticity
through a highly performative act of mostly-passive “woman,” is it the troublesome
element of ethnicity for Lopez, race for Beyoncé, or age for Swift that turns each of them
into the “diva”?
If we’re looking for an ideal diva, and if Parton is that ideal diva, then arguably the
answer to reclaiming the term “diva” is to simply let performance be performance. As
Parton’s character depicts, if you want to work as a woman in music, then understand
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yourself as a commodity and don’t try to make it about the authentic you. Rather, create
a fictional version of you, create an idealized character version of you, and simply let
that be the performance of a diva. By removing the authentic person behind the
performance, a sense of safety is created, and ultimately, a sense of control over the
narrative or the character presented to the world. This notion might explain why the diva
is such an important piece of camp and drag performance, because it’s all about putting
on the costume of being a woman. As soon as that performer makes claims towards
authenticity, the performance becomes a more complicated reality and the performer
opens themself to criticism instead of being a character in a costume for the sake of
entertainment.
I also believe that while being a diva lends itself to this lens of marketplace
feminism, that’s not necessarily bad and it can be strategically advantageous in a highly
commodified industry. While it’s easy to dismiss marketplace feminism and capitalism,
it’s still the system that women in music are currently working and operating in. I don’t
think we should be so quick to cancel the diva simply because they are forced into
operating within this societal system and framework. Yes, we may want to dismantle this
system, but is that the burden of these women? It’s not a just system, but can we really
rely on celebrities to dismantle the patriarchy and capitalism? Divas default to
marketplace feminism. Should we be criticizing them for that? I don’t think we should.
No change happens in these giant leaps and bounds. If these divas and their
marketplace feminism become the small instances of feminism within popular culture
that then becomes the basis and jumping off point for future changes, then I don’t think
this is a notion we should outright criticize. Can marketplace feminism exist within the
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wider definition of feminism when inauthenticity is ultimately at play to create a profitable
brand, reputation, and really, a business? Maybe not, but the diva only rises to diva
status by becoming inherently commodified and operating within a capitalist framework.

***
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